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one. 


Rain fell as | walked into work from my car. | checked that all my hair was still in my bun, clocked in, and 
tossed my stuff in my locker. | muted my phone and slid it in my apron. The only person | was expecting to 
hear anything from would be my sister. She was heading to her first concert alone tonight. It worried me, but 


it was a school night so she knew she wouldn't get away with any shenanigans afterwards. 


| did up the buttons on my shirt sleeves, hiding the tattoos beneath. Not that my boss cared, it just helped 


me feel more professional and focused for some reason. 


The 8PM to close shift was never normally bad, and it made me feel like | could accomplish something in the 


day before heading to work, but | was never good at waking up the next morning. 


| put away the clean glasses and shakers while looking around the empty bar. It would pick up within the next 
hour or two, but for now it was just prepping garnishes and stocking coolers. 


Around Il, it was still slow, which was odd, but not terrible. A large group plowed through the door around this 
time. About 20 guys from my quick count. They were full of chatter to each other as they came up and 
ordered drinks, paying cash instead of starting tabs, and tipping pretty well. That was the benefit of knowing 


you stuff behind the bar. 

As they all found seats, | realized one guy was hanging back, reading the chalkboard while everyone else 
ordered. Maybe he didn't know what he wanted. He fidgeted with his hair while | made a Gin Rickey for the guy 
in the blue sweater with the nose ring. It's somewhat embarrassing, but that's how | start tabs: physical 


descriptions, because | am terrible at remembering customers names. 


Everyone had gotten their drinks and situated themselves around the bar and | watched for a moment at the 
family like comradery that was happening with them. | made my way down the bar to the last of their group. 


"Having trouble deciding?" | asked with a smile. 

"Yeah, a little bit." he admitted, leaning against the bar and placing tattooed hands on the counter. 

Even though he was wearing a hoodie | could tell just from seeing his hands and neck that he was covered in 
tattoos. Not that | minded, | had just never seen many men pull it off so well without looking sleazy. | guess 


there's a first time for everything. 


"250 kinds of whiskey is a bit of an intimidating selection," | replied, wiping the counter down from the last 
wave of drinks. 


"Aint that the truth," he agreed with a chuckle, and a shake of his head, "I'll just take a tonic and lime for 


now, thanks." 


| made it in the same style of glass | made the Gin Rickey in to not make anything stand out. | get it when 
people don't want to drink and it was part of my job to be respectful of that. 


He handed me his credit card, "just start a tab for me. Don't let any of them pay." he said, gesturing over his 
shoulder. 


"Alright, I'll do my best," | said with a smile. 

"What's your name?" he asked, as music began to play through the speakers from the jukebox. 
"Julianne." | answered as | started his tab in the computer, placing the card in the register. 
"My name's Ronnie." he offered, as he stuck his hand out. 

| shook it, keeping my face hopefully less confused than | felt, "Hi, Ronnie.” 


He smiled then went to join his friends. | checked my phone quick to see Madelyn had made it home "safe and 
sound", as she put it. 


Around |2, their large party were the only ones left in the bar, and even some of them were starting to leave. 
My tip jar was overflowing, but | couldn't do anything about it until they left. | had been told when | first 
started bartending that it was disrespectful to count your tips around customers. Plus it can really alter your 


mood. 


When there were only five of them left, around | AM, Ronnie came and sat at the bar, as my manager came 
out of her office for the first time that night. She started bussing the parts of tables that | hadn't gotten to 
yet. 


"l'Il take a Gin and Toric," he said, passing the empty glass across the bar to me "with lime. And you can use 


the same glass if you're allowed to. No sense in dirtying another one." 


He had been drinking plain tonic all night and now decides to spice things up once everyone leaves. Little odd, 
but not my place to judge. 


| did indeed use the same glass, and sat it back in front of him before adding it to his tab. It was making me 
nervous for even having to present it at the end of the night. 


"So what do you do?" he asked sipping on his drink while staring at me intently. | could feel my cheeks turning 
warm as he looked at me, "and don't tell me this," he smiled, gesturing with his hand at the bar, "what do you 


do when you're not here." 


His eyes made him look genuinely curious, but I've never had a customer be that interested about my personal 
life before. We had chatted a bit since they had arrived, but | just wasn't used to getting personal with people. 


‘Outside of this," | repeated, fiddling with the ring on my finger behind the counter, out of view. | had forgotten 
to take it off, "| take care of my sister, go to school full time, and enjoy every ounce of sleep | can get." | 
joked. 


He smiled. His smile was stunning. "How old is your sister?" he inquired, completely ignoring his drink at this 
point. 


"She's 18. Old enough to be an adult but not old enough to take care of herself" When | was her age | was 


dealing with a much Tuller plate than | would ever wish upon her. 


"And school? What are you going for?" he prodded. | must have made a face because he added, "you just seem 
like such an interesting lady, and | don't feel like leaving yet" 


"Well thank you," | felt my face get even warmer, " I'm currently going for my bachelor's degree in Graphic 
Design. Right in town here. I'll be done soon thankfully. Not that | don't enjoy it, | just am ready to be actually 
working. | enjoy packaging design, branding, and ad campaigns. I'm not sure of where I'll go to work yet, but its 
one thing at a time." that was the most I've let anyone know about me without knowing much about them. 


However | didn't feel like prodding on his end. 


My stomach rumbled as | washed some glasses and sat them on the drying pad. His brow furrowed as he 
spied the ring on my left hand. "Ils that yours?" he asked, taking another sip of his drink. 


"Oh, no, it was my mother's.” 
"So..?" 


"Oh!" How could | be so stupid. "My mother passed away when | was I8. This is the last thing of hers | have 
and that's the only finger it fits on" 


"| was just curious.” he said taking another sip of his drink, "So, do you have plans after this or is your plan to 
go home and sleep?" he asked, poking fun at me. Gina came behind the bar to empty the water bucket, and 
must've been listening the whole time, "Go ahead and go sweetie while the night's still young," she chuckled, "I'l 


settle his tab while you clock out." 
| nodded, "Okay. Thanks Gina." 


| used the restroom after | clocked out to actually get a good look at myself in the mirror. | pulled my hair 
out of the bun and prayed it had stopped raining. When | returned the bar was empty and Ronnie was helping 
Gina put up chairs. | went behind the bar quick to grab the envelope that had my cash tips in it, cramming it 
in my purse. That was the good part about people not paying with cards, | had to wait until the next day for 
those tips. 


"Get him out of here before | have to put him on the payroll" she joked and | pulled my sweater on. | smiled 


as he motioned for me to lead the way. 


The rain had stopped but the air still smelled so fresh and everything was quiet. | felt a rush to my head, and 


my heart was hammering in my chest. "So where to?" | asked as we stood awkwardly in front of the bar. 
He shrugged and pulled his hood up, "You lead the way, it's your city.” 

| pulled my phone out and checked the time: 1:51 AM. Not much would be open. "There's a coffee shop that's 
still open about 5 minutes from here." | suggested, pulling my keys from my purse, "Actually, they're always 
open" | was rambling now. 


"l'm up for anything." he agreed. 


| led the way to my car, wandering across the street, searching my brain for something to say. "So what 


about you?" 


"What about me?" he joked, looking at me over the top of my car while | unlocked it, hopping inside. He closed 


his door so quietly | wouldn't have noticed his presence if not for waiting for him to answer my question. 


"Well what do you do?" | asked, staring the car up and cranking the heat. | wasn't ready to go anywhere yet. 
Not that | didn't feel safe, | just didn't feel like being around a bunch of people. 


"IF | talk about what | do and who | am, I'll probably mess this whole night up," he said with a smile, but | just 


waited patiently for him to continue, "I'm self employed” 


"How about this," | said, putting the car into gear, "I lay it all out. 100% my life on the table. An open book, 
nothing edited out, then will you tell me, not about what you do but who you are?" 


"And | lay everything out on the table to same way?" he asked, almost timidly, as we stopped at a light. 
"Well, it would be appreciated" | countered. 


He put his hood down and ruffled his hair, looking off into space, "Well it's not like I've got anything left to lose." 


two. 


Author's Notes: 
Trigger warning: talk of rape and death. 


We sat at a small table in the corner of the coffee shop, me looking at everyone and Ronnie looking out the 


window. 


"When | was I8, both my parents died in a car accident. | was the one in the will to take care of my sister. Dad 
was an anesthesiologist, mom was a dentist." | could feel the tears welling in my eyes, "I was working a shitty 
grocery store job at the time and Madelyn was still finishing high school. I've squirreled away every penny so 
that we can afford to go to school. Luckily there's a bunch of aid for our situation but | wouldn't wish it on 


anyone." 


He nodded, solemn looks on both of our faces, and his eyes looked teary as well. "Can we get out of here and 


walk around? | just feel really claustrophobic." 


| nodded. | didn't blame him, an alley would seriously be bigger than this place. We headed out into the night 
quietly and | wandered with the waterfront in mind. 


He took a deep breath, "I've wrote about my life for people I've never even met, and to tell it to someone face 
to face feels so difficult," he put his hood up again, and | was thankful as he talked that the focus wasn't on 


me anymore. 


"When | grew up it was me, my brother, my dad, and my grandma. My brother died, not while we were young, 
but still. While it's been time that most people feel | should have gotten over it, | don't think they will ever 
understand that something like that is something you never ‘get over’. I've harbored this resentment for my 
mother my whole life, wasting time on someone who couldn't even take the time to be around for me." As we 
walked | tried avoiding the residual puddles, and | heard him laugh as | put my foot in one while trying to avoid 
another. Part of me was trying to make the situation less tense. | didn't do well with intense subjects. 


"| never finished high school. In 2008 | was in a band that got discovered through a radio contest to be an 
opening act. In 20II | went to prison for failing to report to my probation officer. | went to prison for drugs and 
came out a sober, honest, man. | swore all of that shit off. And then | fucked it all up again. | died and | still 
am confused as to why | was allowed to come back. | met a beautiful woman, she was great. And she was also 
great at hiding how manipulative she was," he sniffled, whether from the cold or crying | couldn't tell, because 


my eyes were welled up too. | sat down on the nearest bench, wishing | could see to the stars from here. 


He joined me and took another deep breath "Not that it was anyone's fault but my own, | would never pass 


that off on someone else. | felt confident | would be with her for the rest of my life. She got pregnant, we got 


engaged, | went on tour again, drank too much too often, fell off the wagon, and fooled around on her. | was 
honest about it with her because | knew | needed to cut the bullshit out of my life. | was going to have a kid 
and | figured the honesty might keep us together. But it didn't. She called the cops on me saying | was being 
violent with her. At that point | figured | deserved whatever was coming to me. She took me for whatever she 
could. We don't always see eye to eye in our parenting and lifestyle choices, but we are on good terms now. | 
get to see my daughter every weekend when I'm home. When I'm gone, we make things work | pay everything 
l'm supposed to, and I've put enough money away for her to go to school for whatever she wants. | spoil her 
as much as | can, because | can, and | guess | feel a need to make up for my childhood through her. | just 
wish | could have full custody but I'll do whatever | can. At the most I'm just happy my name is the one on 
the birth certificate. " He let out a long exhale before sipping at his coffee. | was honestly at a loss for words, 


because while | don't know why | was expecting honesty from a stranger, | wasn't expecting that much 


honesty. All | could do was nod. 
We sat without speaking for a few minutes before my mind started turning the gears again 
"Could | see a picture of her?" | asked quietly, "Your daughter, | mean" 


He nodded, setting his coffee on the ground, and getting his phone out of his pocket. He searched for a moment 
before handing the phone over to me. The little dark haired girl beamed in the photo, a screenshot from a 
FaceTime call. Her eyes glimmered. "Oh my goodness, she's adorable. | don't know what her mother looks like, 


but | would have to say she takes after you." | handed the phone back to him. 


"When | found out | was going to be a dad, | was terrified" he returned his phone to his pocket, picking his 
coffee back up off of the ground, "but | was sure that | wasn't going to fuck everything up. Then | did. | 
always feel like I'm learning something new and growing from it, but then | don't trust myself not to mess 


everything up again 


"Life seems to be one curveball after the next" | took another drink of my coffee. It was almost gone at this 
point, but | didn't want to be alone yet. | felt safe, there were no warning bells going off in my head for the 
first time in a long time. "I need to be honest with you about something," as | began to talk, his phone started 
ringing. | waited for him to answer, since it didn't seem like he wanted to at first. 


| peeked as he pulled his phone out of his pocket: Ryan 

‘lm sorry, | don't want to be rude but | have to take this." He got up off of the bench, pacing as he answered 
the phone. "Hey man, what's up?" as he paced he threw his coffee away, cramming his hand in his pocket, "No, 
I'm fine man. | don't know what time I'll be back, I'm just hanging out down by the water right now. Yeah no 


worries, see you in the morning.’ 


He sat back next to me on the bench. "I'm sorry, am | keeping you too long?" | wondered as | finished my 
coffee, placing the cup between us on the bench. 


"Nope, just a friend calling to check on me. Anyway, you were going to tell me something before you were 


interrupted. Sorry about that" His eyes seemed genuine and full of concern. 


| nodded before looking out over the water, my brow furrowed, "No, you're fine. A few years ago," | let out a 
breath a hadn't realized I'd been holding, "when | was leaving work one night, | was assaulted by a former 
coworker. | don't remember much of it, my therapist has been helping me through it, but | can't have kids 


because of it." 


My voice trembled, and | could feel my heart hammering in my throat, "He had Gonorrhea and it caused Pelvic 
Inflammatory Disease which caused a scar tissue build up. Everything cleared up, but it's just a constant 


reminder for the rest of my life what happened" Why was | spilling my guts. 


"And | haven't been with anyone since it happened. Or really told anyone. So, | don't know what you had in mind 
tonight, but | just wanted to be upfront about that." 


He gave a small nod, before putting an arm around my shoulders, and observed my words in silence the same 
way | had with his. "Its not your fault. And | appreciate your honesty. I'm past the point in my life where my 


end game is a single right with someone." 


My eyes were a bit watery, and | didn't want to cry, so | just smiled and let out a chuckle, hoping the 
impending tears would go away. My stomach rumbled loudly, as if it were trying to betray me. 


The sky was a pinkish color like it always seemed to be this time of night. 


"Do you want to go grab something to eat?" he asked, removing his arm from around my shoulders as he 


stood, tossing my coffee cup into the garbage. 
| laughed, "There won't be much open this time of night, but I'm sure | can find something at my place if you 
want to join me." | figured Madelyn would be in bed by this point, and | wasn’t sure if we had much more than 


pizza in the freezer and leftover Chinese food in the fridge, but I'm sure there was something to be found. 


"Sure thing," he smiled, white teeth gleaming in the little bit of light that there was. 


three. 


"So come on," | prodded as | stood at the stove flipping pancakes, "what kind of a band do you sing for?" 


He fidgeted with the beer in his hand, "It's a rock band, to stick with the broad definition, but I'm not giving 


you the name." he smiled, setting the bottle down on the counter. 


"I can respect that,” internally | was sort of crushed. Him being a singer meant that we would probably never 


speak again "Is it a job job or is it something that's fun and you make money from as a benefit?" 

‘I've always enjoyed it. | don't know what | would be doing otherwise." he seemed somber almost. 

The bacon in the other pan was finally beginning to cook and it was spitting grease at me as it did, making me 
realize | was still in my work clothes, "I gotta go change real quick," | warned him, but | didn't wait for an 
answer. 

| tried to not run up the stairs as to not wake Madelyn. | rummaged through my dresser, throwing on some 
running shorts and a broken in Motley Crue shirt. If he had a comment about my tattoos, damn he would be a 
hypocrite. | opened my bedroom door to be greeted by my sisters tired face. 


"Hey." | said sheepishly, trying to work my way around her. She didn't budge. 


"Why are you making bacon at 3:30 in the morning?" her makeup was smeared around her eyes and her hair 
was a mess, bright orange curls sticking out from the side of her head. 


‘tim not" 

"Oh, you're not? Then who is?" she crossed her arms, reminding me of our mother. 

"The stove." | was trying to make her laugh but | could see that it wasn't working well. 
"You're not telling me something." 

‘ll tell you something in the morning, now go back to bed," | said, pushing my way around her. 


"You better save me some damn bacon," she called after me. | couldn't physically stop her from following me, 


but she wasn't usually a night owl so | figured | was in the clear. 


| came back downstairs to find a pot of coffee brewing and pancakes, eggs, and bacon on plates, with Ronnie 


putting the last pancake onto a spare plate. Was he trying to be up all night with this coffee? 


"Thanks, you didn't have to finish everything." | grabbed the ketchup, syrup, and butter out of the fridge 


before turning and coming face to face with him. 


He moved out of the way so | could set the things on the counter, "So where was your first?" he asked, 
rummaging through my cupboards. 


"Excuse me?" my brow furrowed as | turned the burners off and got silverware out. 


"Tattoo. Which one was your first tattoo?" he raised an eyebrow at me incredulously before handing me a mug 


of coffee. His clarification made me feel a bit dense. 


"Oh," my face was hot now, as | pulled up my sleeve to reveal my shoulder, pointing to the skull and roses 


that were there, "it hurt so much | was laughing and it felt like he was tattooing literally in my armpit." 
He traced the outline of it gently, sending a shiver down the back of my neck, "Probably was pushing too hard" 


| nodded before grabbing a plate and heading for the dining room. The floor of the old house creaked as he 


followed behind me. 


| turned the light on above the piano and joined him at the table. We ate quietly and it wasn't awkward. | was 


really enjoying his company. 

After we finished eating | could see a slight glimmer in his eyes, "Is that piano tuned? Like could | play it?" 
| shrugged, "It should be. But if you wake my sister up it isn't my fault" 

He chuckled before taking a seat at the piano, "I'll try and be quiet." 


He pressed the dampening pedal and played a couple of chords softly. He repeated the cords and took a breath, 
beginning to sing quietly. 


"Brother, why'd you have to go? 
You left us all so soon. 
Remember that song | wrote about your family years ago? 


Well, they're all waiting for you to come home." 


| held my cup, quietly watching him. | took a deep breath as my heart began to pound in my chest, | felt tears 


welling in my eyes as well 


"What do | do? 

What do | say? 

And Dad tells me to pray. 

So | prayed and prayed but the hurt won't go away. 


The pain gets worse, it never stops, 
And I've asked the Lord for us to swap. 
| beg and plead, ‘cause you have kids to feed" 


He was a damn good singer. | used to be able to play the piano, but doing both at once was impressing. 


"Why is it always stormy weather? 
And brother, 

Tell me if it all gets better. 

Why did you leave? 

Why did you die? 

You finally made your brother cry. 

| know you're watching over us tonight, 


And | hope you're watching over us tonight.” 


The silence rang in my ears as he closed the lid of the piano, drumming his fingers on it before turning around 


to face me. 


"Well, | can see why you do what you do. That was beautiful" | took the last drink of my coffee, running a 
hand through my hair. Had the heat kicked on? 


He grinned, "| don't think anyone has ever called my music beautiful before." 


| shrugged, beginning to clear the table, "There's a first time for everything," | didn't really know what to say, 
the song was still a jumble of words in my brain that | was trying to sort out, to hopefully remember a line 


of it. 


He followed me with the things | couldn't carry and | was beginning to realize | didn't want to sleep because | 
didn't want him to leave. "So where do you go after this? Where is home for you?" | asked, putting the dirty 


dishes in the sink and pouring another cup of coffee. 


"Home for me is in California. And | have to go back to Canada tomorrow; Ontario for 2 nights and then 


Quebec." The rest of the coffee pot went into his cup. 


| chewed my lip, trying to think of something to say to fill the silence. | sat my mug down, hopping up to sit on 
the counter. He laughed at my legs dangling back and forth as | kicked them in front of me. 


He came to stand next to me, and | scooted over for him to lean against the counter, or sit next to me. There 
was plenty of room. "So what about you, what kind of music do you like?" he asked, tugging on the hem of my 
shirt before letting it go. My heart fluttered and jumped into my throat, making my tongue tingle. 


| shrugged, "It's usually whatever my sister decides to listen to. Music hasn't really been my thing lately. It's 


like being in a creative slump of not knowing what to listen to." 


| swung my legs back and forth again, a yawn escaping my lips. | was just now getting a good view of the 
tattoo that ran through his hairline. He had to be a good foot taller than me. ‘Un’ was all | could see with the 


way his hair was falling in his face. 


As he took another drink of coffee | reached over to push his hair out of the way, holding it back so | could 
read. "Unbreakable," | whispered. He had a doe-eyed look on his face as he looked up at me, setting his cup 


down on the counter. 


"You know," he started, placing his hands on the counter on either side of me as | removed my hand from his 
hair, my knees resting against his stomach "If | knew you were okay with it, | would probably kiss you right 


now. 


| felt light headed, like the feeling that a first crush gives you in middle school, like a rush of fresh spring air 
was being forced into my lungs, "I think," | said, as | adjusted myself so my legs weren't being pushed against 
him, resting my forehead against his, attempting to hide from the smoldering look he was giving me. "I think, 
that | would be more than okay with that.” 


He didn't hesitate. His lips were instantly on mine. | felt his hands on my waist as | ran my fingers through his 
hair, leaving one hand there as the other traced circles on the back of his neck. There was no holding back, it 
just felt right. 


His hands gently crept under my shirt, warm, resting on my back as he pulled me closer. 


| pulled away, leaning against the cupboard behind me, taking a deep breath as | closed my eyes. | could feel he 
was watching me. 


"Did | do something to upset you?" he asked, taking his hands from under my shirt and resting them gently on 


my knees. 


| smiled, but shook my head, "Not at all. But, um," | was at a loss for words, "would you want to watch a 


movie or something?" | wasn't trying to make it feel awkward, but it just happened. 
"Yeah, sure thing." He didn't seem offended Maybe it wasn't as awkward as | thought. 
"Okay. I'll be right back" | quickly disappeared to the bathroom, my heart daring to beat to death. | splashed 


my face with water quickly. My brain was racing. What if something happens? What if he wants something more? 
What about when he has to leave? | fought off the thoughts: What about what | want? 


four. 


He had found some D list horror movie in the deep depth of Netflix while | was talking myself down in the 
bathroom. | didn't want to check the time. Luckily | would be able to sleep in tomorrow. | sat next to him on 


the couch, glancing occasionally at new tattoos that had been revealed by the removal of his hoodie. God damn 


| was curled up under a blanket and | could feel my eyes getting heavy, sleep pulling me in. | don't know how 
long | thought | could fight it. | yawned, laying my head on his shoulder. | heard him chuckle before he shifted, 
wrapping his arm around me and laying his head on mine. Whatever we were watching was super gory, and he 


sat unflinching as | covered and closed my eyes. 


"Do you want to pick something else? | really just clicked on the first thing | saw." He admitted, pulling the 
blanket around me fully. 


"No, it's fine." | uncovered my eyes, resting my hand on his chest, but kept my eyes closed, another yawn 


sneaking out. 


"Do you want me to let you sleep?" He asked, tracing lines up and down my fingers. 


Sleep implied leaving. | knew it was the reality, but as | felt his heart beat beneath my hand | hoped that | 
could stretch the night out as long as possible. 


| shook my head, throwing the blanket over him as well and wrapping my arm around him. | felt him smile and 


he shifted himself trying to get comfortable once again 
| fought as hard as | could but it wasn't long before sleep pulled me under. 


When | woke in the morning | was still on the couch, tucked in carefully under the same blanket from last 
night. Earlier? Either way, | was alone and my heart fell to my feet once this realization hit me. The sun shone 


through the blinds and the birds chirped but all | could feel was like a cloud hung over me. 


| got up, heading to the kitchen to put on some coffee. | found a loaded, running, dishwasher and my phone next 
to the coffee pot. Madelyn's bus pass was gone off of the fridge. What time even was it? | grabbed my phone 
and saw it was noon. | didn't have to be to classes until 4:30. | started the coffee brewing and decided to just 
play around on my phone while | waited. When | unlocked it my notepad was open with a new note that said 


"Pick Mel" 
| held my breath as | opened it. 
Sorry for the weird title, | just didnt want this to get mixed up in all the grocery lists. Im sorry for leaving 


without waking you up to say goodbye. | really regret having fo leave, and | would love fo be able to see you again 
Frequently maybe, even | understand we both have obligations right now and | would lke to find a way to work 


around our schedules’ 

Holy shit. He took the time to write this out for me. 

‘And Hl open the can of worms so you dont have to dig around fo find out who | am. My name is Ronnie Radke. | 
used to be the singer for Escape the Fate. | am the current singer for Falling in Reverse. Now that you know that, 


know this: if you listen to my music, don't take offense and know I have a weird sense of humor. 


If you feel ike you stil want to talk fo me you can text or call me. My number is in your phone. The doors for 
our show are at bpm your time, so if you try to get ahold of me then, | won't answer, my phone is off. 


I think thats it 
And no, if you text me as soon as you see this | won't think its needy, but | might be sleeping 
Take care, Ronnie ©: 


| closed my phone and poured a cup of coffee, "Thank God it wasn't just a dream." 


five. 


| crept up the bus stairs quietly to find Ryan and Zakk still up in the common area, playing Xbox. 


"Damn, you guys didn't have to wait up for me, | can find my way home." | said before grabbing a bottle of 
water out of the mostly empty fridge. Someone had gotten pizza. 


"Where the hell did you run off to?" Zakk asked, not taking his eyes off of the screen, and hammering the 


trigger as if he were trying to break the controller. 
| sat down at the table, legs out the side to face them. "Met a beautiful woman." 


"Did you finally get laid?" Zakk quipped. He was winning so he was all for conversation, which made sense when 


all Ryan did was chuckle at his jab. 


"Well, since | pretty much kiss and tell the whole world, no, | didn't, and it was honestly pretty great." | 
answered as | took another swig out of the water bottle. IO years ago | never would have thought those words 


would be leaving my mouth. 


"Since when is not getting laid great?" Christian asked, emerging from his bunk and sitting down in the chair, 
rubbing the sleep out of his eyes. 


"Since we got the whole ‘hey here's all the emotional baggage | have' part out of the way?" | tried to not 
sound sour, because it was honestly a sense of relief having all that shit off of my conscience. It was like a 
weight had been lifted, she wouldn't have to go Google me to find out about all the skeletons in my closet. 
"Fair enough," Zakk relented setting the controller down 


"Wait. Was it the bartender chick?" Ryan asked, drinking the rest of his soda. 


"Yeah," not like they couldn't have guessed anyway, | think | spent more time talking to and watching her than | 
spent talking to them, "why?" 


"Well, | mean, she didn't look like she was our age..She looked pretty young.” This was the most concerned Ryan 
had been about much in awhile. He's usually pretty relaxed. It wasn't something | was overly concerned with. 
And she didn't look that young. At least she didn't act like it, but for the shit she's been through that'll make 
you grow up quick 


| shrugged, tossing the bottle as | got up. "Just have to wait and see, | guess. What's the worst it could be, 5 
or b years apart? | honestly don't think she's as young as you think she is. I'll hopefully hear from her later." 


| ignored their chatter and catcalling as | went and plugged my phone in, grabbing clean underwear, and heading 


for a shower. 
| got the water as hot as | could, trying to make myself relax for once in awhile. The soothing feeling of the 
water however couldn't keep my heart from racing. | felt torn. | love performing but | didn't want to leave, | 


didn't want to go to the next city. IO more dates and then tour would be over. | could make it that long. 


| hummed to myself as | washed my hair, no clue who's shampoo it was, but | didn't feel like getting back out 


to find my own. 

Last | had checked the time it was way too late, but when | woke up we would be in Canada again | dried 
myself off and climbed into my bunk, doodling in the corner of a new page in my notebook, hoping my brain 
would make some words that make sense. 

hey girl, lets get out of here 


That was as far as | got before letting my head hit the pillow. 


| woke up some time later as everyone stumbled back to their own beds. | started to replay parts of our 


conversations in my head. | tried to feel if we were moving yet, but | had gotten too used to sleeping on the 


road that | couldn't tell. 

In a way, | wished | had snooped on her a little more, found her driver's license or something so | knew how old 
she was. Hell, | would even be happy with her last name. | didn't even take her phone number when | left that 
note in her phone. | tried to stop thinking to fall back asleep but it was no use. | remembered her address, 
since | saw it on the map when the Uber picked me up, but | would feel really creepy trying to find her that 
way. 


After a quick bit of searching | put my phone away to try and just will myself back to sleep. 


The next time | woke up my phone was ringing loudly from under my pillow. | checked it quickly to see it was a 
FaceTime call from Crissy. And it was Noon here, so it had to be, what, 8 in the morning back home? 


| answered the call, walking to the common area of the now moving bus to get some light. 
"Hi Daddy!" Willow beamed, waving at the phone, curly hair held out of her eyes with a pink clip. 


No matter what mood | was in she was always able to make me smile. "Hi sweetheart. How are you this 


morning?" What was Today, Wednesday? Yeah, that sounded right. 
‘Mommy's making me pancakes," she said, bouncing around on the couch, "when will you be home daddy?" 


She knew how to make me smile and make my heart shatter at the same time. 


"Very soon. Today is the first day of March, and I'll be there to see you on the lOth day of March. So just a 


few more days." It was hard to explain sometimes why | had to be gone so long, 

"Okay Daddy. | love youl" She beamed, showing off her little teeth. 

"| love you, too. Go have some breakfast, okay?" 

She nodded and hung up the phone. It scared me how quick she was to figure out technology. 

Ryan came out from his bunk, shielding his eyes from the bright light 

"How's the little one?" He asked through a yawn, sitting down across from me. 

"Even though | talk to her everyday | know she's going to look so different when | get back" 

| frequently have nightmares about going away and when | come back that she's aged years in the blink of an 
eye. I'm afraid of missing the important things, but I've cornered myself into the work that | have and | don't 


regret what | do. 


"Heard from the bartender yet?" He joked as my phone vibrated on the couch next to me. Not a contact in my 


phone, unfamiliar area code. 

Unlocking my phone the blue text bubble said: Hey. The grey bubble popped up beneath it as they began to 
type again. | exited to the main screen of my phone quicker than | ever had before. The message popped up on 
the screen once it came through: It's Julianne. 

"Yeah, actually | have." | was awestruck. What was | getting myself into? 


"Oh, cool," he turned the TV on, but didn't do more than that, "does she know you're old yet?" 


| grabbed the pillow from the other end of the couch, chucking it at him, "Fuck off, man," | laughed, "35 is like 
the new 20." 


"Well then she's an infant," he quipped, but | didn't have anything to throw at him this time. 


| opened the message, staring at it, not knowing what exactly to say. How do | play it cool after pretty much 


asking her out since | thought | would never hear from her ever again? There's no returning from that. 
Hey Sleeping Beauty how's your morning going? 
Maybe that was starting off a little too strong. 


| really needed to brush my teeth. 


SIX. 
My phone hummed as | took another sip of coffee: New Message. 


| opened my phone to see | actually had gotten a response from him. He really wasn't trying to mess with me. 


Hey Sleeping Beauty how's your morning going? 


| went and got my laptop before curling back up on the couch. | had been resisting the urge to type his name 
in on Google now that | knew it. | wanted to give him the same chance that | would give everyone else, which 
isn't fair when he has more of a public personal life than anyone | had ever met. So | instead sat cuddling my 


laptop as | decided how to answer. 

So far so good | guess. Someone decided fo run my dishwasher so that was a nice surprise to wake up fo. | hit 
send, it wasn't exciting, but it was the truth. | needed to work on homework but that wasn't going too well at 
this point. 

My eyes wandered around the living room to see his hoodie folded up neatly on the floor. | grabbed that and 
my laptop and headed upstairs to my room, throwing my laptop on the bed and his hoodie in the laundry while 
| tried to find clean clothes to wear for the day. 

My phone buzzed: New Message. 


See the hardest part wasn't being quiet, it was figuring out the delay start on that thing What's on your agenda 
for the day? 


Madelyn almost got credit for that. The little gray dots popped up again before disappearing. | waited. Texting 
was sometimes harder than talking to people on the phone. | didn't want to cut off whatever he was planning 


on saying. 


Not too much, food, go to school at 4:30, when Im done come back home and sleep. Did you make it to Canada 
yet? 


It was actually pretty easy talking to him when he wasn't here to get me all flustered. The thought of how 
flustered he made me made my face get warm. | left my phone open on my dresser as | wandered around the 
room sipping my coffee. 

The phone vibrating on the dresser was loud. Possibly? Im really not sure, | just woke up not too long ago. 


Then another bubble popped up underneath. Are you allergic to or afraid of dogs? 


Not allergic that Im aware of. And | guess | would say | like dogs. Why? 


Was the message even for me? That seemed like an obscure kind of a question. | decided to run a bath to 
loosen up my back. Sleeping on couches always made my back sore. And | could go for another cup of coffee | 


guess. 


| grabbed towels out of the hallway and headed back to the bathroom, swiping my phone and cup off of the 
dresser before heading to the kitchen New Message. 


| unlocked my phone to see a picture of a black and white, what kind of dog was that, a pit bull? The dog was 


lying at someone's feet on a leather couch. 
Hs name is Charlie. He's a big baby, and he just likes to cuddle. He wouldn't hurt a fly. 


Was he justifying his choice of pet to me? | liked dogs, | just wasn't really sure if | was a dog person, or a cat 


person, or even a pet person, but he was a cute dog. 
Did you bring him with you? Is Charle in Canada too? 


| turned the bath water off, pulling my hair up out of the way, and discarding my garments before getting in 
the tub, resting my phone and coffee on the edge of the tub. The water felt hotter than | would have liked, 


but it may just have been because my feet were cold. 


Yeah, he is with me. He has his own ear protectors for when he comes to watch the shows Most of the time he 
Just hangs out on the bus though when we are doing a show. 


More gray dots popped up on the screen before | could even answer. 


So listen, Im not good at asking questions, but when I get done with this and get back home, if | got you a plane 


ticket would you come and visit me? 

| really didn't know what to say. My heart was in my throat again and | felt nervous. Did | want to? Absolutely. 
Would my sister freak out on me for visiting some man | just met in another state? Absolutely. Would it be 
rice to get out of here for a change? Absolutely. 


When would that be? When do you get back? Because | would say yes if it worked out fo be over my spring break. 


The water was starting to cool off at this point, but | didn't want to get out yet, so | let some water out, 


running more hot water into the tub to replace it. 


Well, we might be done earlier than expected We are supposed to be done the March 10, but we might knock two 
days off, which would make it March 7 when were done. When is your spring break? 


There was no reason that things should be working out like this. It usually happens that when things start to 
go right, that there is a bump in the road or something like that, but if they got done on the Tth, that made 


me going to see him a total possibility. 


My spring break starts on Friday the 3rd, technically the night of the Znd, and then | have class again the 
afternoon of the Bth. 


This felt so otherworldly to be agreeing to this, | felt like | wasn't being myself, but that might not be a bad 
thing at this point. 


Okay, so if your flight left on the 7th, would that work for you? What about your sister, what will she do while 
you're gone? If it wouldn't be weird for you, she could come too, but | understand at the same time if you didn't 


want her to. 


The water was at the very edge of the tub by this point. | quickly turned it off before it would make a huge 


mess all over the floor. 


Yeah, the Tth would definitely work, if that isn't too soon for you Im sure you want some time fo unwind, see 
your daughter, unpack. Maybe even the 4h, since | want you to be able to have some time to yourself. And I will 
have fo falk to her, she will probably ask too many questions for her own good 


| let out a heavy sigh, taking a big drink of my coffee. 


Hh sounds like a great idea to me. Gerald R. Ford airport is by you right? | probably need a picture of your driver's 
license, | don't think the TSA will be happy if the names dont match on the tickets 


| looked through my camera roll on my phone. | knew | did have a picture of my driver's license on there 
somewhere from doing student loan things. | would need to go talk to Gina and see about getting the weekend 
off of work, she had already given me the week when she found out it was my spring break, and | didn't like 
asking for the time off of work, but | knew she wouldn't mind giving it to me. 


Yeah, that would be the one. And tickets? 


| sent the photo over of my license, maybe he needed my address too for something? | had never bought a 


plane ticket before, let alone been on a plane. 


Yeah, | figured Ill just get them both, if she decides not fo come with you, then | can just have it refunded or 
something. HI figure it out. 


| could feel the tension being held in my neck as | thought about how to talk to Madelyn about all of this. | 


guess it would just be one step at a time. 


Okay, sounds like a plan HI hear from you later? | have to go get some stuff done, but if | dont hear from you 
before your show, lil still be up probably afterward if you feel lke talking at all 


Too needy? 
Yeah, that sounds good to me, Il talk fo you later, Julianne :D 


What was | getting myself into? 


seven. 


| sat in Gina's office, drinking a cup of coffee while she showed me a couple new pictures of her niece and 
nephew on her phone. Twins. The place wasn't open yet, so it was kind of nice to just sit and chat with her. She 
had swept Madelyn and me under her wing once my parents were gone and | couldn't ask for a better boss 
and friend. She had married young at gotten divorced, never had kids, so | think we were filling those spaces in 


each other's lives in that way. 
"Oh before | forget," she said, reaching down to unlock her desk drawer, "here's from last night." 


She handed me an envelope with my name on it. My tips. Normally our envelopes were just left in our lockers, 
no one ever doubted the system, but | preferred to just come pick them up, that way nothing ever went 
missing. "Oh thanks, | would have probably forgotten, too." | put it in my lap, | always dreaded looking, what if 


there wasn't as much money as | was hoping there was? 


"Nah, | wouldn't let you forget. How'd you know the guy you left with last night, you've never told me about 
him before. He looked too old to be a student, is he like a teacher or something?" The idea of that made me 
want to laugh. Old? She scribbled something on her calendar before looking back up at me, her eyes were 
telling me to tell the truth, she could coax it out of anyone. 


| pulled a face, taking a drink of my coffee, “Uh, | didn't. He just came in with that big group and was buying 
everyone's drinks. He sat at the bar and felt like talking.” | bit my lip, trying to hold back a grin as | felt a 
shock run through me thinking about that kiss. 


She raised her eyebrows before pulling out a manilla folder and digging through it, placing an itemized receipt 
down in front of me. My eyes traveled down the long list of drinks. | remember making them. Prices were all 
right, everything was there. | could tell her who ordered what if | had to. No one was over-served. | was 
almost ready to ask what | was looking for before | saw it. It was Ronnie's receipt: $200 bar tab, which for 
how many of them came in | thought was exceptionally tame, with a $300 tip. 


A $300 tip. 


"Holy shit" | really couldn't say anything other than that. | was blown away. Not that | hadn't received a decent 
tip before, but not like that. 


"Yeah. | Googled him," her voice sounded, what, pissed, "I almost called you to make sure you were okay." 


| shook my head, trying to make words. What was she talking about? He was a sweetheart, we talked too much 
for me to have anything to worry about. "He told me everything | needed to know, and | did the same, | don't 
think there's anything you're going to find that | can't find out straight from the horse's mouth." | finished my 


coffee, setting the cup down on the desk. My leg twitched, it felt like the temperature in her office had 
dropped about 20 degrees. 


"You don't know what you're getting yourself into Julianne. He was in prison," she was tapping the pen on the 


calendar, glancing at her computer screen. The receipt was still between us on the desk 
"I know," my face was getting red, the bad kind of flustered. 


"In solitary confinement for half of his sentence," she tilted her head in the way she would when customers 
were getting unruly, "for fighting with other inmates. He cheated on his fiancée. He beat the crap out of the 
girl he dated before Jenna King. He overdosed on Oxy and Xanax, and--" 


"Can you just stop, please. | am not a child. You're making this out like it's going to be another incident like what 
happened with Matt, and | don't want you to think that you need to watch over me--" | was getting 
frustrated, | did not like confrontation, and Gina was trying to hand my ass to me. 


"| have to watch over you. If | wouldn't have caught Matt when | did who knows what else he would have done 


to you." 


| closed my eyes, a shiver running through my body as | took a deep breath, a feeling of dread washing over 


me. 


"I do not want to continue this conversation right now," opening my eyes, Gina wouldn't look at me, "or maybe 
ever. | came here to ask for the weekend of my spring break off. I've had some plans come up, and | know it's 


not too far away, but--" 


"Yeah, that's fine. Go home and do your homework, Julianne." She closed the laptop, resting her forehead in her 


hand. 


| crammed the envelope in my purse, fighting to keep in the tears as | left her office, heading out the back to 
my car. | understood that she was looking out for me, but she was not delicate about it in the least. 


| sat in the car with my eyes closed for the longest time, wanting to forget, but snippets, the parts | 
remembered of that night, flashed before my eyes. It played like an old film reel in behind my eyelids, 
sputtering to life, getting caught in spots. 


Closing up the bar, the smell of the cleaner coming trom the kitchen was overpowering Lemon A few of us were 
punched out and Gina bought everyone a drink, tired kitchen crew and the last couple of servers all sat together 
at the front of the bar. I wasnt a regular thing, but if it had been a particularly stressful night, everyone got a 
drink. Being the youngest, Gina took sympathy on me being underage and would slide me one too, Gin and Tonic was 


my favorite. 
My stomach turned at the thought of it, now Gin would probably make me vomit just on the principle. 


Affer most everyone left it was an undrinking Matt, Gina, Josh and L The phone rang in Gina's office, Josh headed 


out the back fo go home, and | had to head to the bathroom. My drink was halfway full, and | didnt know if | could 
even finish the rest. | fixed my shoulder length hair in the mirror, before heading back out fo the bar. Gina and 
Matt were talking, something about something they needed in the kitchen. "Well, | better go write it down or | won't 
remember to get it." She took back off to her office, and | decided | might as well finish my drink, there was no 
point in letting it go to waste. | stuck the lime down in the glass, trying to get the salt taste that had developed fo 
go away. Was the glass not washed good enough? How didn't | notice it before? 


‘Did you put salt in my drink?" | asked Matt, who was on the stool next to me drinking a soda 
He laughed, "No, why would I do that? Its not a margarita, so that would be gross." 


Maybe | was just tired, | turned back to look at my drink and it was like everything had a trail behind it that | 
looked at, | closed my eyes, trying to fight off nausea. | could feel it in my stomach and in my mouth. | just 
wanted to be home in my bed 


That was the most | wanted to remember, but | had been filled in on the details, and even thinking about the 
rest of the story made me want to vomit. It was a dark place, and | didn't want to dive back down that deep 
right now. 


| wiped the tears from my eyes, starting the car. | only had an hour until class started, and despite what Gina 
had said, my homework was done, even though we were probably going to get time in class to work on it 
anyway. At this point, | might as well leave my car here and walk to the school, better than going back home 
and catching the bus. 


| took the keys out of the ignition, grabbing my backpack, and put my headphones in my ears. It was one of the 
best ways to get beggars to not ask for money. The tears had dried but they were still threatening to escape 
from my eyeballs. | picked the first song on Spotify | saw, but it was just kind of there, | couldn't focus on the 


words. 


| dug through my purse as | walked, looking for the stray pack of cigarettes. It wasn't a daily thing, just a 
stress thing, and they were like a security blanket for me. The Bic didn't want to work at first, but | 
eventually got a light out of it. My hands shook as | walked along, not realizing | was almost there. My body 
was on autopilot at this point. 


| stood outside, finishing the rest of the cigarette before stomping it out and heading into the building. | really 
wanted to go back to last night right now, | would rather feel safe and warm than distant and cold, but here 


we are. 


eight. 


I2 years. Dammit. She was IZ years younger than me? There's no way she was only 2. 


| felt something sink in my stomach. She had to know at this point that | was that much older than her. Or 
maybe she didn't care? Shit. 


| had my computer on the kitchenette table and had been looking through shit for awhile, but my mind kept 
going back to it. She is the same age as | was when | joined Escape the Fate. That seemed like a lifetime ago at 
this point. She would have been in kindergarten when | was in high school. Putting it into that context truly 


made me creep myself out. 


Everyone was getting ready, we had been here for maybe an hour, and the group vote was to go get food. | 
didn't care where we went, Christian, Zakk, and Ryan had each picked a different place, and Derek didn't care as 
long as we didn't go to Salad King, which was Zakk's pick, because he didn't want to eat Thai food. We were as 


indecisive as children 


| closed my laptop, it wasn't doing anything except losing battery at this point. | got my phone out, and without 
thinking, started looking through her Instagram. It took some looking to find her. She was fucking beautiful. 
Crissy had been too, but this was different. Julianne was actually genuine. | could feel it radiating from her and 


hear it in the way she spoke. | wasn't going to fuck it up this time. Which is what you tell yourself every time. 


Most of the pictures were of her art or coffee, but one of her, from Christmas, caught my attention. In the 
picture was the girl from the show last night that Vic had brought up on stage. Curled bright orange hair. 
They let her come backstage and she was chatty but very polite. | could hear the words in my head, her 


conversation with Ryan 


"Yeah, there's a really good bar, not even a half mile from here, on, oh | won't give you street names it doesn’t 
make a difference anyway." She smiled, her eyes practically gleamed as she spoke, 'IF you go out front of here go 
left, and at the first street make a right. Then there's a street on your leff, down more there are two one-way 
streets on your night, and then not the first full street, but the next one, make a left After that, its like the 
fourth building down on your left side. Red neon sign out front, cant miss it." 


| stared at the photo, they were both grinning like fools at the camera, the house wasn't Julianne's, but there 


was a nicely decorated Christmas tree with presents behind them. 


So, Im going fo get a little bit sappy for a minute. Christmas the last few years has been a tough time for us. Its 
weird going from having our family under one roof to it being the two of us and visiting graves at holidays and 
birthdays, and it doesnt get any easier on your heart over time, you just find different ways to manage the 
emptiness. But, | am glad | haven't had to go through it all alone, although | wouldn't wish this on anyone. My sister 
has been my rock and shoulder to cry on, even in the moments when I should have been being strong for her. 
Even though we annoy each other, | couldn't do it without her. We have had amazing friends to help us through, 


and | wouldn't want to spend the holiday season with anyone else! 

| wasn't sure if | needed that whole bonding over loss thing in my life again, all that aside though, | was 
impatiently waiting to be back home. Sleep in my own bed, see my daughter, Julianne coming to visit. So the girl 
was Madelyn. | give her props for sending us to her sister's work Sounds like they would have a lot to talk 
about now. 


"Ready to go, lover boy?" Ryan slid into the booth across from me, staring me down. 


"| guess so. And you can get the ‘| told you so' out of your system before we leave." | said, handing him my 


phone, the picture of Julianne's driver's license. 

"Holy shit," he chuckled, zooming in on the picture, "she's fuckin’ 2I! | told you she was just a kid," he gave me 
my phone back, shaking his head, "Wait, how'd you get her to send you a picture of her driver's license?" | put 
my phone away, staring at him over the top of my glasses, moving my eyes so | didn't have to look at him, 
but | couldn't suppress the laugh | was holding back because | knew the face | was making was ridiculous. 

"Uh, | asked her if she wanted to come to visit me when the tour was over, and she said yeah, so | told her | 
needed a picture of her driver's license to order the plane ticket" | was pretty sure his head hadn't stopped 
shaking yet. | stood up, tucking strands of hair behind my ears. 

"So, she going to fly to California to visit a complete stranger?" 

“Apparently.” 

"Are we still cutting it short?" 

| nodded, rubbing my eyes, “Unfortunately. The last two dates didn’t sell like they should've to make it worth it 
for us all to go out there, so they called it off” | shrugged, it was a decision more than we had anything to do 
with. Crown the Empire was ready to be done being a band anyway, no clue what happened there. | think 
everyone was getting tired of being crammed in moving buses and tiny bunks. Lack of personal space can 


become dehumanizing after long enough. 


| finally found my shoes and crammed them on as the rest of the group joined us. Someone had already gotten 


an Uber, which meant they had decided where we were going. 

| checked my phone. Nothing. 

"We're getting sushi,” Derek said as we got into the vehicle that came to pick us up. 

"How is sushi different from Thai. | thought not wanting Thai meant that you didn't want any Asian foods?" 


"Nah, it's completely different,” 


"Well yeah, | know it's different, | wasn't saying all Asian food is the same." 


Sushi it is. 


nine. 


| sat in class, and sure enough, nothing was actually due today. Everything Gina said to me kept wandering back 
into my thoughts. | tried to act like | was working on what | was supposed to be doing, but | was just holding 
back tears. 


It didn't help when | checked my email and saw that she was just trying to fuel the fire. Are you kidding me? 
The email was just a bunch of links to various blog and tabloid websites. My stomach flipped. | felt like 
everyone was watching me. | knew they weren't but it felt like it. Maybe it was how late | stayed up that had 


me paranoid. 
| couldn't be here right now. | closed my laptop and packed up my backpack. | left without saying anything, 
which worked in my favor since someone needed help on the computer, my instructor didn't have time to ask 


me why | was leaving. 


| didn't feel like walking home, but | didn't want to ride the bus. | put my headphones in and started walking 
anyway. It wouldn't take me long. | just wanted to crawl in bed at this point though. 


Luckily there was no snow, it was actually kind of nice considering it was February, but that didn't mean it was 


warm. | managed to make it home quickly, beating my quickest time home ever. 
Madelyn jumped as | came in the door, spilling coffee on the counter, "What are you doing home?" 
| shook my head, "Bad day." | put my stuff in the dining room, trying to ignore her staring at me. 


| could feel her eyes on me as she followed me from room to room. "Nah, | can tell that's more than a bad 


day." 


"How was your concert last night?" 


| sat on the couch, and she was grinning, holding her new cup of coffee, "It was awesome. | got sang to." | could 


tell from the glazed over look in her eyes she was off in lala land. 


"Yeah that's kind of what happens at concerts, everyone gets sang to." She sat down next to me, pausing the 
movie she had just begun shortly before | got home. 


"Not like that though, | got pulled up on stage," her face was priceless, | loved it when she got all bragging, 


high on life, "It makes me so sad that Vic Fuentes has a girlfriend ‘cause he's so adorable." 


"Even if he didn't have a girlfriend, isn't he twice your age?" Shit, how do | fell her about Romie? | mean, | cant 
not tell her. 


"Probably." She admitted with a shrug. We were more alike than she would like to admit, | could see it as | 
watched her. | wondered what mom would think of us now, the way we were. | knew she would love us no 
matter what, but we were so different now. | was going to cry if | kept this up. 

"How was work last night?" she didn't usually ask about work, but | appreciated her being polite. 

| thought about Ronnie and tried to not grin. To not give it away. “Honestly, | made bank" | laughed, "There was 
a huge group of people that came in around maybe Il, but other than that it was oddly slow." | sighed. She 
seemed to be looking for something in this story that | hadn't gotten to yet. 

| bit my lip, | couldn't hide it from her, "And | may have met a guy.’ 

"Like at work?" 

"Yeah, he came in with that big group of people. He was really sweet" She grinned. 

"Did you get his number?" 

Well, technically, "Yeah | did.” 


"Well, who is he? | might know who he is." 


| held my breath. It was literally the moment of truth. Madelyn probably would know who he was. | just really 
needed to vent about the whole Gina thing and | couldn't do that until | was honest with her. 


"Why do you think you know everyone?" | could see that | was not getting out of this, she just sipped her 
coffee and blinked at me, "Um, he's a singer." 


Her eyes widened, "It wasn't Vic Fuentes was it?" 
"No! You just told me he has a girlfriend." 


"Yeah, but still" She pondered for a minute, "Wait, was it Andy Leo?" 


"Who? When did this turn into a guessing game anyway?" Was she only guessing singers from the concert last 
night? 


Her eyes were huge, her mouth dropped, "No." She sat her coffee down on the end table, slapping her knee. 
"No?" | was confused, but she was pretty sure of what she was talking about. 


"No. No way. No, fucking, way." 


"Watch your damn mouth." 


"Ronnie Radke” She asked, and my heart hammered in my chest. She sounded displeased, but hopefully, it was 


just shock taking over. 

| gave her a blank look before slowly nodding. 

"No fucking way! | was being hit with a pillow in her excitement. 

"Yeah, you and | seem to be the only ones who are excited" 

"Wait, why, what happened?" 

Through the impending tears, | gave her the entire story from when | met Ronnie to everything that happened 
with Gina today. Her nods and gasps in the story were entertaining and made me laugh. Even through the 
laughing and tears | felt like there was a cloud hanging over my head, and talking about it wasn't making it go 


away. 


"So, are you going to go and see him?" She had calmed down enough now to actually ask me a question about 


the situation. 


| shrugged, "I want to, and | already said | would, but | don't know. Thinking about it now, doesn't it seem kind of 


crazy to run away and see someone | just met?" 

| mean," she took another sip of her coffee before continuing, "If | didn't know you were going out there, and it 
was just some random guy that no one knew who he was, then yes it would be stupid. But, from everything 
you told me, you had no problem bringing him here last night. You brought a stranger here, and you're a 
stranger still to him, so it's basically the same thing." 


| laughed, "I don't know if | like it or not that you're rationalizing this for me." 


"Once in a life time thing." 


ten. 


This night was not going how | wanted it to. The show was fine, soundcheck went well. | only kind of paid 
attention to Crown the Empire before | decided to head back to the dressing room. The problem was | didn't 
make it that far. 


"Well hello, Mr. Radke, how are you?" She stood there in her 5 foot B-inch glory, head to toe black. Tight 
dress, leather jacket, leather choker. Stupid fucking big hat inside. And those goddamn Christian LouBoutin shoes. 
There was $995 | would never get back. 


"How are you doing tonight?" It was like she purred, with the stiletto nails she literally had claws. "What, cat 
got your tongue?" | swear that woman was a cat herself. Not a nice one though, not a house cat. More like 


one that would eat you alive. 


The light bulb that hung above the two of us flickered, stage hands walked past and around us, but my feet 
felt glued in place. 


"Well, | was much better about ten minutes ago, honestly." | wanted to walk around her, | needed to go eat 
something before the show that wasn't sushi, but | didn't want to have to move her out of my way and have 


any more contact than | needed to. | had made that mistake before. 


"Why, worried your new piece of ass will find out that she can't hold a candle to me?" Panther. Did panthers 
eat people? 


"What in the actual fuck are you talking about?" | held my breath, waiting. We hadn't been in contact since the 


last tour and she just shows up throwing stones already. 
"Just because | don't talk to you, doesn't mean | don't talk to anyone around you. She's just a child, Ronnie." 


She called my bluff, there was nowhere | could go from there. How the fuck did she find out already though? In 
literally one night she was acting like she knew more about my personal life than | did. | could feel my heart 


racing in my chest. Luckily she was wrong about Julianne. She wasn't just some girl. 
‘Marie, you know why things didn't work, can't you just fucking let it go?" 


"What, things didn't work because | wanted to spend time with you uninterrupted? To have it be just us?" | 
swear, everything had to fucking be about her. | thought | was bad. 


"Point number one, yes, exactly. My daughter is my fucking world, and thankfully we never got to the point of 
you meeting her. Point number two, we make plans to go out and then | find you in bed with someone else. How 


the fuck does that seem like a good idea to you?" Reel it back in Deep breath. 


"Well if that isn't the pot calling the kettle black. We weren't even a thing because you wouldn't make it one, so 
| would say you missed out" She took a few steps toward me, her eyes gleaming in the minimal light that 
there was. 


"And you know what, | am so grateful that | missed out. I'll admit it, I've been in your position, and you think 
you're just going to do it once, but until you wake up and realize you're the problem, everything is going to be 
the same, Marie. You're always going to think there's sweeter fruit on a different tree. I'm glad | was able to 


avoid whatever mess you would have created." 

She laughed, and in all the terrible things I've heard in my life, her laugh sent a shiver down my spine like no 
other. She kept coming toward me, putting her hand on my chest as she leaned in, whispering in my ear, "Oh, 
sweetheart, it's only just the beginning." | closed my eyes as she pressed her lips to my cheek before walking 


off behind me. 


| didn't need food at this point, | needed fresh fucking air. | ended up outside in a daze, checking my pockets. 
Phone? Check. Wallet? Check. Vape? Check. 


| took a long draw off of it before heading back inside. 

| had hoped in my last interactions with Marie that she would be mature, and possibly never contact me again, 
but that hadn't been the case. Now that she knew that something was going on with Julianne who knew what 
she would do. 


lh the case of extreme food shortage, a black panther may feed on human flesh 


| plugged my phone in and turned it off. | just wanted silence. 


eleven. 


My phone vibrated as | sat on the couch with Madelyn watching Netflix. | was feeling much better at this 
point, but | couldn't help but let Gina get to me. It was so hard when someone who was always there for you 
contradicted something that made you happy. 

Hey, were done with the show, you still up? 

"Is that him?" Madelyn asked, looking down at my phone. Nosy. 

| nodded. 

"Hey, | get it, where Gina was coming from, but all the shit she was reading was probably from like 2010. 
People change. There's two sides of every story. And if it were serious enough shit, if something truly terrible 
happened, he would probably be and jail and | am sure | would have read about it. Don't let her shit on you 
going to see him. If you guys think you can make it a thing and make it work more power to you." | couldn't tell 
if she was trying to help or not, and I'm sure my face let her know that. "Dammit girl. Talk to him!" she said, 
pointing at my phone. 

Yeah, Im still up. Are you busy? 


| really just wanted to call and talk this all out with him. | didn't want to hear stories, | just wanted to know 
that he wouldn't hurt me. 


We arent doing anything tonight, just going to hang out on the bus. Im definitely paying attention. How was your 
day? 


Ah, the age old dreaded question 
Honestly, since were doing that whole thing, pretty shitty. 


| put my phone on the coffee table, but it immediately started ringing for a Face lime call. | grabbed it walking 


away to go to my room for some privacy. 

"Want me to pause it?" Madelyn called after me. 

"Nah go ahead, we can watch it again sometime." 

| answered the call before situating myself on the bed. 


"Hey," he said as | wiped a couple of tears off of my face. | should have done that before because now | just 
looked like | was begging for attention, "Hey, what's wrong?" The background changed behind him from a leather 


couch, to people laughing, to all black pretty quick. 
"A lot of layers of bullshit," | laughed, "I have to find the words to talk about it yet. How did your show go?" 


‘| mean | enjoyed it, don't get me wrong, | love it, but I'm ready to be home. Sleeping in a bunk bed every night 
sucks a lot. I'm also starting writing a couple more songs to go on the album we have coming out so I'm itching 


to work on those." he adjusted how he was sitting and | could see it was on the floor in front of said bunk. 
"How do you just come up with lyrics to a song?" 
He shrugged, "How do you find inspiration to make art?" 


A laugh snuck out, contradicting my weepy eyes, "There's usually something that inspires me. It kind of has to 


be borderline obsessive, you have to want it really bad." 
He nodded, "Well there you go then, its pretty much the same idea, only | use words to do what | do." 


| grabbed a pillow from behind me, cuddling it in my lap. "So, what's going on?" | had a feeling | wasn't going to 
be able to get away from his question this time. 


| took a deep breath, "Well, | went to talk to my boss about getting the weekend of my spring break off, which 


she gave me, but," my eyes started to well up again. 
"But what?" he looked worried. 


"She got going on about..things | know..a bunch of.she tried to tell me about bunch of bad shit that you've 
done." | couldn't form a thought, so | tried to do my best to get my point across. 


He nodded, his face crestfallen, "So, | should probably return those plane tickets." 


| let out a chuckle, "If | didn't do something every time someone gave me their opinion, where would | be at? 
Some of the things she told me, | don't know what to think, but | don't believe what people say that people 


don't change." 


He looked kind of shy for a moment, looking away from the camera, “There was this one morning, | woke up, 
and | knew | had to let all the bad shit go." he rested his chin on his hand, his eyes had this piercing quality, 
even not being in person. "It was like a tidal wave of relief had washed over me. | still think about that shit, 
yeah, people wronged me, but | can't walk around hating everyone. | always thought it was someone else's fault, 
and | couldn't keep doing that. Especially with having a kid. What kind of example is that setting? The last girl | 
was seeing thought it was so weird that Crissy and | are on good terms. Like it drove a wedge between us 
because we are in contact with each other at times other than when | go pick Willow up or when Crissy brings 
her over. She was 2 or 3 years younger than me, and | thought at this point everyone would be mature 


enough to realize that | want to be involved with my daughter's life. And being on the road made it even 


worse, it's so hard to be there for her when I'm physically not. Apparently I'm just supposed to be this guy 
who parties all the time. Like yeah, I'll go, but if my daughter wants to call and talk to me, that's what l'm 
doing. So needless to say, that didn't last long." 


| smiled, my tears were finally dried up, and | didn't think they were coming back. | lay down on my other pillow, 
propping myself up to continue talking, "I think it's nice. It's a good thing you guys get along. There were kids 
when | was in school, their parents were separated and loathed each other, and it really puts the kid in the 
middle. It turns into the parents trying to make the other one out to be the bad person, and it isn't healthy 


for anyone." 
"You're wise beyond your years, you know that right?" | could feel my face turning red. 
"| think I've been told that once or twice." 


"You know, if there's anything you ever have doubts about, ask me. Please don't try to go online and look for 
answers. | can only tell you my side of any story, but, the internet has a way of twisting a lot of shit around. 


I've done some stupid shit, but I'm not interested in making the same mistakes anymore." 


It was like the bubble of stress that was pent up in the middle of my chest had popped. | wanted to hear 
those words, but | didn't want to have to ask for them, and he gave me what | wanted. 


"Thank you. | needed to hear that and I'll keep that in mind" | took a big breath, | hadn't felt like | had been 
depriving myself of air, but my body apparently thought differently. "My sister is freaking out by the way. We 
put the pieces together when she told me about the show she went to last night. | had almost went with her 
to see it, but she found a friend to go with her instead. She said she got sang to on-stage?" | couldn't help but 
laugh, | was not good at changing the subject, but the irony of it was too strong for me not to share the 
story. 


"Oh, yeah," he grinned, "Vic pulled her up there at the beginning of Bulletproof Love. I'm pretty sure her legs 
turned to Jell-o once she got up there. | don't know how she managed it, because the guards usually put 
people back down on the floor if he does something like that, but she ended up backstage instead." 


| must have made a face, "She didn't tell you that part?" 


"Not particularly, no. But she probably didn't want me to worry. The idea of it just sounds like she would get 


into trouble." 


He shook his head, "Nah, she was only back there until the end of the song. She was giving Ryan directions 


cause he asked her if there was a good bar close by. That's how we ended up where you work" 


"Well look at her. Speaking of you being at my work, I'm pretty sure you need to let me buy my own plane 
ticket" 


"Why would | do that?" now he was the one making faces, "I invited you, it was my idea." 


"Yeah, but it's so much cheaper if the flight is out of Chicago, and the train ticket there is pretty cheap, that 
way | don't have to park my car in Chicago. And | really don't want you wasting--" 


‘Its not a waste of money, seriously. | want you to be there. I'm not going to have you pay for it, and you 
don't have to worry about taking the train to Chicago first, | already bought the tickets anyway." | knew he 
had a point, but | did not like money being spent on me. 

"You didn't have to leave me a $300 tip." | might as well be upfront about it. 


He grinned, "No, | didn't have to. No one held a gun to my head. | did it because | wanted to." 


"It makes me feel like a call girl" | couldn't say it with a straight face, but | was truly trying to make a point 
to him. 


"You're not a call girl," he couldn't say it without laughing either, "that's not what it was about. It was just a 


thing | felt like doing." 

He climbed in the bunk, laying down in a way that mimicked how | was. 

| stuck my tongue out at him, because | couldn't think of anything else to do, other than flipping him off, and 
that seemed too offensive. "Are you tired?" | didn't want to keep him up, but | didn't want to go to sleep yet. | 
could see a pattern developing. 

"Not really, but if you are | can hang up" He didn't seem to like the idea of it either. 


"No, we can just talk until one of us falls asleep and the other one has to hang up," | suggested. 


"Sounds like a good plan to me." 


twelve. 


From then on all we talked about was nonsense. We had gotten the heavy stuff out of the way for right now. 
Not much later, Charlie climbed into the bunk with Ronnie, laying right next to him. The dog seemed happy to 


see himself on the camera. 


We talked about favorite foods and movies, TV shows, and our friends. It was weird. It was like knowing 
someone for a lifetime and trying to catch back up. We talked about tattoos and the stories behind them. 
Complained about stupid people and Ronnie had to convince me that flying wasn't as bad as | thought it would 
be. 


He told me stories about his brother and his dad, and | talked about my parents. 


‘In a way, it sounds terrible, but some days | am glad they're gone. It forced me to grow up a lot. | wouldn't 
have done that if they were still here. If | could have them back, | would, absolutely. But | wouldn't be the 
person | am now. After they passed away, | partied way too much, because | had never had that opportunity. | 
think | got it all out of my system. | barely drink now. Which is weird to have a bartender that doesn't drink 
much, but if | do, | do it to enjoy it, not to get plastered." 


"Drinking to not feel anything at all" He agreed, he knew the feeling, "I know what you mean though, after 
drinking shitty alcohol for years its nice to have a drink to celebrate something, to actually be able to enjoy 
it" 


There was silence. The first in a long time. | could see the gears turning, there was something he was wanting 


To say. 
"You do know I'm older than you, right?" he looked so worried, like | was going to drop him because of some 
number. | sat for a moment, taking in the look on his face. It wasn't that | wanted him to be worried, but it 


was different seeing him be so concerned. 


| shrugged, "Is it that terrible to say | don't really care? I'm probably not the one who will be in a shit storm 


over it anyway.” 
He laughed at me, shaking his head, "You're right," he grinned, "I'll be the one that everyone thinks is creepy.” 


| mean, it's not like Evan Rachel Wood and Marilyn Manson age difference, right?" Why did | know these 
things? 


| don't know, how much of a difference was that?" Charlie, in the bottom corner of the frame, wiggled around 


to get comfortable. 


"Like 19 or 20 years apart | think. | would have to look it up to know for sure." 


"Nah, not that bad" He shrugged. Was he not going to tell me? | could probably look his birthday up online if he 
didn't tell me, but still. 


"Well that's not fair not to tell me. What's your birthday, cause | know you know mine." 
"December 15." he said, holding back laughter as he trailed off, "1983." 

Math wasn't my strong suit, my eyes looked to the side as | thought about it, "So, I2 years." 
"Yeah." 

“There's worse, Mick Jagger is 13 and his girlfriend is 29" 

"Oh wow, yeah that is bad. She could be his grandkid almost." 


"Right?!" | hear way too much random crap on the radio for my own good, "Why are you so concerned with 


this if all I'm doing is coming to visit you?" 


His face fell. He looked disappointed and all | could do is close my eyes, | could see the hurt, | said the wrong 
thing, "So, | am really bad with words and | know this." | kept my eyes closed, hiding while | put together the 
right words. 


‘| mean, if all that is happening at this point in time is that | am coming to visit someone who lives thousands 
of miles away from me that | have only met once, yet | find them to be extremely sweet and attractive then 


why does my age matter?" 
Once | heard him laugh | opened one eye, peeking at him. 
"Nice save on that one." 


"Hey, | try." | rolled over in bed, the streetlight from the window turning me into a silhouette until my camera 


adjusted. | heard Charlie start snoring. 


‘In all honesty, for my personal life, I'm really not that concerned. | thought you were older than you are 
because of your demeanor, and thats a good thing, because like | said, people my age don't even act it. And | 
don't think the media will make that much of a deal of it, because | don't plan on making a big deal of it. | was 
just getting a lot of shit from Ryan earlier, and it felt like it was something that should be bugging me, but 
the more | think about it, and hearing you say it isn't a big deal, makes it less of a big deal" He pushed his 
hair out of his face, before getting up out of the bunk, stealthily around the snoring dog. He went back out 
into the area he was in when he called, but it definitely sounded empty now. He pushed his hair back again, 
putting on his glasses. Glasses? 


"Well I'm glad to hear it," | turned the light on my bedside table on, the gears in my brain now turning, "If 
something does become of this," | didn't want to be presumptuous, but with the way he was talking, being 
presumptuous was definitely allowed, "can | meet Crissy? Not in a vain ‘see what l'm up against kind of a way, 
but just to actually be a person to her, not just some girl, because | don't want to replace anyone, she'll 


always be your daughter's mom, but | don't want her to think that that's what I'm trying to do." 


He thought about it, "That would probably be a good thing for everyone." 


thirteen. 


It had been a little over a week since | met Ronnie, and here | was, 6 AM, waiting to board a plane to go see 
him. A six hour and I5 minute flight, with a half-hour layover at Chicago O'Hare, and | would be in California. | 
hadn't had a single problem up until this point, and it made me scared. f something did go wrong | would have 


no clue what to do. Madelyn had decided not to come with me, she didn't want to be a third wheel the whole 


time, so instead of two people who had no idea what it was like be on a plane, now there was just me. 


The boarding of the plane went quick, but | was close to fuming when | sat down. | hadn't looked at the ticket 
until today when | printed it, so it's not like it could have been changed anyway, but | didn't even know they did 
First Class on domestic flights. | wasn't mad, | just felt so out of place. People in business attire flew First 
Class. Not college kids in blue jeans and Converse. | knew it, the stewardess knew it, and the other passengers 


knew it. 


Only an hour until Chicago. | could do this. Once takeoff was over | turned my phone back on, putting it in 
airplane mode, and connecting to the wifi. 


Two messages from Madelyn came through and a message from Ronnie. | answered my sister, reminding her 
to lock all the doors when she left to go anywhere. 


So, how did takeoff go? 
Bugger. 


Well it seems that someone put me ina first Class seat, so quiet This was totally unnecessary. What are you 
even doing up? Isn't it 3 in the morning there? 


| tried to relax, but | hadn't thought about how claustrophobic a plane would be until now that | was in one. 
There was no way out until we landed. | took a deep breath, but it wasn't helping. | was stuck in the air for an 
hour and after that it would be roughly 4 more. | was committed at this point but | couldn't relax. | tapped my 
feet, trying to think of something else, something | could do to take my mind off of however many feet in the 
air | was. | could feel myself getting light headed, | didn't want to be that person | walked to the bathroom as 


calmly as | could, locking the door behind me before sitting on the closed toilet. 

How do you do this, Im freaking the hell out. 

The bathroom was smaller, but | felt better having a crisis in here rather than in front of everyone else. | 
didn't need my first time flying to be any more complicated than | was already making it. My phone started to 


vibrate. He really wanted fo call me right now while Im having a breakdown? 


My hand shook as our faces popped up on the screen, the connection wasn't great, but it was working. 


"Are you hiding in the bathroom?" He hadn't shaved, and in combination with wearing his glasses, it was a 


different, but still attractive, look for him. 


"Yes, | don't know how I'm going to do it from Chicago to LAX. That's 4 and a half hours. | didn't wake you up 
did |?" 


He shook his head, "I couldn't fall back asleep once | woke up around 2, so it's all good. Your best bet, honestly, 
would be trying to go to sleep after you get on in Chicago though if the thought of flying is working you up 
like this. What is it that's freaking you out?" His voice was quiet and calm, and the feeling was rubbing off on 
me. Just talking through it with him was helping me feel at ease. 


"Being in the air and not being to get out if something happens." | took a deep breath trying to steady myself. 


"Don't think like that. Everything is going to be fine. Go back to your seat, relax, and I'll talk to you during your 


layover. Don't overthink it, just relax." 
"lIl do my best." | hung up, leaving the bathroom quietly. 


Back in my seat | got my laptop out, figuring | would listen to music. Normally this time of morning | could 
easily go back to sleep, but | was thinking too much about everything that was going on right now. | ended up 
working on homework until we landed in Chicago. The time difference made it still 6 AM, but | was glad to have 
my feet on the ground again. | put my hoodie back on before grabbing my repacked backpack and exiting the 
plane. | brought the least amount of clothes possible, so my backpack was the only thing | had with me. 


| didn't feel like wasting time after | got off of the plane, so | headed straight to the next terminal | needed to 
be at. My luck if | waited until the last minute to be there | would be stranded in Chicago. | was happy that 

the airport didn't feel as busy as | thought it would be. | grabbed a bagel and hot tea from one of the places 
that was open and ate it while checking my phore. It felt good to not be hungry, maybe that was part of my 


problem while | was on the plane. 


Before | knew it the layover was done and | was standing in line, waiting to board my flight for California. | felt 
so helpless standing amongst the other people in line, but | was enjoying observing the other passengers. We 
were all just background people in everyone's lives. The train of thought | was on was going to give me a crisis 
if | kept it up. Slowly, | found my feet willing me up the metal staircase onto the plane. At least priority 


boarding made it less cramped. 


This was nuts. 


fourteen. 


Author's Notes: 
Early update since | was over a week on the last one. 


4 and a half hours on a plane weren't as bad as | thought they would be. | filled out three internship 
applications because | needed to start facing reality a little bit, and the rest of the time | just tried to focus 
on relaxing. Which actually resulted in watching Netflix for three hours. Realistically there was nothing else | 


could do or work on so | was fine with it. 


| could see on the little tracking screen of the seat in front of me that we had IO minutes until we landed. | 
started to pack up my laptop and charger so that | was ready to get off as soon as we landed. Luckily getting 
off the plane and into the airport was a breeze. 


Once | was inside | turned my phone back on, and heard a voice come over the intercom loudly “Arriving 
passengers, please meet your party at the terminal baggage claim, or at the terminal curbside." The lady had a 


nice smooth voice. 


So, | proceeded to the baggage claim with all the other people and stood like an idiot by the carousel while | 
looked for Ronnie. | didn't see him anywhere inside, so | proceeded outside through all the people, checking the 
time on my phone as | went. It was only 4 AM here? Oh yeah, that makes sense, time change and all 


Once the doors were out of my way | stood on the sidewalk looking around, probably in someone's way, l'm 
sure. | heard footsteps come and go behind me, and out of nowhere | saw nothing and felt a pair of hands 
covering my eyes. | turned around as fast as | could to see, thankfully, find Ronnie grinning like a fool, "I didn't 


mean to scare you." 


"Not scared, just surprised is all. | thought you had forgotten to come pick me up" He smiled, before pulling 
me in for a hug. | felt awkward but obliged, putting my arms around him under his jean jacket, but over his 
hoodie. How many layers did he need? 


"Nah, | wouldn't forget” He let go of me, before starting to lead the way with his arm wrapped around my 
shoulder. "So how do you feel about flying now that it's done and over with?" 


I'm glad | survived and | don't know how l'm going to do it again" The sun was shining so brightly that | wished 


| would have brought my sunglasses with me. 


"It gets easier each time you do it," He took his arm from around me, digging around in his pocket, "Are you 


hungry at all?" 


"Famished honestly.” 


He was leading me toward a nice black car. Pulling the keys out of his pocket he unlocked it. Oh, Jesus, it was a 


Bentley. 

"Breakfast sound good at all? We can go to Pann's." He opened the passenger door for me, holding out his hand 
for my backpack. | handed it to him, getting into the car. It smelled like fresh leather and new car smell. It was 
spotless. He joined me in the car after putting my backpack in the trunk. | thought the weather was nice out 
compared to back home, but maybe it was cool for here. 

"Well, | have no clue what Pann's is, but if they have breakfast l'm down" 

He smiled, starting the car, "Pann's it is then" 

It was a quick ride there, and the 50's style restaurant was adorable. My mouth watered as | looked at the 
menu, sipping a cup of coffee. | closed my menu once | decided and put it with his at the edge of the table, "So, 
how does it feel to be back home?" | traced my finger along the edge of the placemat, while he shed his jacket, 
pushing his hair out of his face. 

"Everything feels like it's getting back to normal. Unfortunately, | have to find a new drummer now but that's 
another story for another time. | was thinking | should go visit my dad sometime soon, but with just getting 
back that's a long drive | don't feel like doing yet. I'll probably end up flying when | do go." 

| nodded, letting my eyes wander the restaurant. It was pretty busy, and | felt like | was being watched. | hated 
sitting with my back to people, and here | was with my back to a whole restaurant. | took a deep breath, as 
one of the waitresses seemed to be staring at me more than she should be. 

"Are you okay?" he placed his hand on mine, trying to get my attention. 

| shook my head, looking back at him, "I'll be alright" 


| put my left hand down on the table, tapping quietly on it, when | realized what the problem probably was. | 
pulled my hands into my lap, wiggling the ring off of my finger, trying to get it off without it being noticeable. 


"Here, put this in your pocket." | slid it across the table to him, and he did as | asked. 
"What, do you think it would cause a problem?" 


| shrugged, "Someone recognizes you, and they either wonder why you're taking a married woman out, or 


wonder when the hell you got engaged." 


"Fair enough, but maybe they should mind their own business." 


| couldn't help but laugh, "Nah, | don't think that is an option for most people." 


We ordered our food and tried to decide what to do for the day. | was really up for whatever. The weather 


was so nice here, it would feel like a shame to not spend time outside. 


"We could go to the beach if you felt like it. The one even has an aquarium nearby. It might take a half hour 
to get there from my place, but it's definitely a nice day for it” 


| checked the weather on my phone, high of 81, low of 51. Still warmer than back home. "Yeah, why not. | did 
bring a bathing suit, | just didn't figure | would need it. | thought it would still be pretty cool here." 


"Well, compared to summer it is, but its still really nice. | don't know how you do it, with the snow and the 
cold. It would drive me crazy. It snowed a whole one time, | think that was when | still lived in Vegas, and 


everyone flipped their shit cause they didn't know what to do or how long it would last 


"Well you see, we're more equipped for it, whereas out here there's no need to buy snowblowers and snow 


plows, so that's why everyone freaks out. But | would take this winter over our winter in a heartbeat.” 
He smiled, and | saw it in his eyes. Not the smile, although that was there too, but | finally saw it. He was 
looking at me in a way that | had always wanted someone to. Everyone says you'll feel it, the moment you fall 


in love with someone, but | never thought | would see it happen to someone else with my own eyes. 


And over breakfast nonetheless. 
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By the time we got back to his place it was going on noon. We had wandered over to the bank so that | could 
pull some cash out, even though he told me repeatedly it wasn't necessary. | felt like being stubborn though. 


"So, yeah, this is home." He said as we walked into the house. Bright white walls, black furniture, and the 
central air was cranked up. Charlie came running to the door with a bone in his mouth, sniffing my shoes as if 
his life depended on it. 

"Hi Charlie," | sat on the floor in front of him, scratching behind his ears as he put his nose in my hair. Maybe 
| was a dog person. He lay down next to me, and | took that as my chance to get up, taking off my shoes 


before wandering into the house further. 


Ronnie and some other guy were standing in the kitchen talking. He looked familiar but | couldn't put my finger 


on where | would have seen him before. Bunch of tattoos, black hair. 

"Oh, yeah, Julianne, this is Michael, Michael, Julianne." 

"Nice to meet you, Michael.” 

"You as well. I've heard a lot about you." 

| smiled, sneaking a glance at Ronnie who was turning red, "All good | hope." 

"Always" 

"So, beach?" Ronnie interrupted our introduction to change the subject, not very subtly. 

"| just need to change quick and I'll be ready to go," | was ready to go and explore, even if it was just a beach. 
"Yeah, my room is down the hall on the left if you want to change in there," Ronnie offered, still flushed. 


"Thanks," | grabbed my bag off of the couch, heading for his room, with a sad look from Charlie that | was not 


returning to pet him. 


With how comfortable Ronnie's bed looked, | could have curled up in it and taken a nap right then and there. 
The black bed frame wasn't surprising, but a number of pillows on the bed made it look like a cloud. | quickly 
changed into my bathing suit, throwing shorts and a tee shirt on as well. | thought | had packed a pair of 
sandals, but that may have been one of the things | left out so that | could bring my camera. 


| crammed everything back in my backpack, leaning it against the dresser before heading back into the kitchen. 


Michael was making coffee, and Ronnie quickly rushed past me to his room. 


"He's being shy now," Michael informed me, without turning around, while grabbing two cups out of the 


cupboard. 
"Ronnie? Shy?" 


He turned to face me, letting out a chuckle, "You'd be surprised, despite the persona he puts on in public, he is 
content keeping to himself." 


"Well then maybe it's a good thing | don't know what kind of persona he puts on in public," | sat on one of the 
stools at the counter as he passed me a cup of coffee, "I don't know if it makes sense, if | can put it into 
words, but, when | say | don't care it isnt that | don't care, but | don't care if he's some famous person. If we 


had ended up meeting some other way, | would still be sitting here having this cup of coffee with you." 
He nodded, "I understand. You not knowing who he is could be the best thing for him." 
| shrugged, "We'll see. This is going to sound weird, but | feel like | know you from somewhere." 


He smiled, his teeth were so white and straight it was almost uncanny. They reminded me of when people got 
veneers. Maybe they were veneers, "I was going to say the same thing, but | think it's just because I've heard 
so much about you. Um, Ronnie said you don't listen to much music, but did you go to Warped Tour in 2012 at 
all?" 


"Yeah my sister wanted to go, so my mom had me go with her, we went to Chicago for it. Wait," | took 
another sip of my coffee, staring him down for a second, "Yeah you're a singer, it's just been a long time so | 
can't put a face with the name." 


"We'll just keep it that way," he chuckled, as we drank our coffee in silence. 


Ronnie returned from his room with a couple of rolled up towels, setting them on the kitchen counter. | just 
couldn't picture him being a shy person. The way he spoke and carried himself gave him the appearance of 


someone who was very confident in himself. 
"Do you have a tattoo on your leg?" | asked, squinting to try and visualize what it was. 


Michael cackled as Ronnie groaned, rubbing his eyes in frustration, "| knew | should have gotten that fucking 
thing removed. It's from like IO years ago when | got high one time and | ended up with this stupid tattoo. And 
the worst part is it was on LA Ink, so I'm sure the video of me making an ass of myself is on the internet 


somewhere." 


| nodded, my eyes now focusing on the tattoo of the Clydesdale horse and the frog that was riding it, "There 
still always time to get it covered or removed. Or you can always leave it, l'm sure not many people actually 
notice it" 


He smiled, sitting on the stool next to me. 

"Is the little one coming to the beach with us?" Michael asked, putting his now empty cup in the sink. 

| didn't want to meet Ronnie's daughter just yet. While she looked like a sweetheart, | didn't want to take things 
that fast. Children get attached to people in their life so easily, and with her being so young, the idea made me 
feel uncomfortable. 

Ronnie shook his head, "Crissy has her until Tuesday, and then | think she said Willow will be here for that 
whole week until the next Tuesday. Crissy doesn't like changing the schedule around, which | get, but | just feel 
like | need more time with her while I'm home, so we'll see what happens." 


| finished my coffee, putting my cup in the sink My phone went off as 


Madelyn finally texted me. 
How was your flight? 


Knowing her, she was just waking up. | don't know what she was going to do while | was gone. In a way, it was 


worrying me what she would come up with having the whole house to herself. 

Not temible once | got used to if, going to the beach now, so | might not take my phone, dont want to lose it 

The gray dots popped up immediately after | hit send. 

Okay, have fun, dont drown 

She could be such an ass sometimes. Sure, lets make fun of the person who can’t swim. | left my phone on the 
counter as we got ready to head out. Michael and Ronnie put their shoes on, Michael carrying the towels while 


Ronnie put Charlie on his leash. 


Something about this day made me feel like we were a dysfunctional happy little family, and | was good with 
that. 
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After getting covered in sand and rained on at the beach, we quickly decided to turn in and have a movie night. 


| think | might have even got sunburned a little for as long as we were there. 


When we got back, | took a shower, trying to scrub every piece of sand out of my hair and off of myself, and 
it was proving to be a difficult task. | would probably still be finding sand in a week or so. 


| apparently take much longer to shower than two guys, because when | joined them in the living room they 
both had on a fresh change of clothes and wet hair. Ronnie looked funny in sweatpants since in my head | 
always pictured him in jeans, but something made me just want to curl up next to him and fall asleep. 

| grabbed a blanket off the back of the couch, since the only pajamas | had brought were shorts and tee 
shirts, and sat next to Ronnie on one end of the sectional. Charlie was curled up next to Michael on the other 


end of the couch. 


"So what are we watching?" The TV was paused on a black screen, and all the lights except one in the kitchen 


had been turned off 

"War of the Worlds? | can change it if you don't want to watch it though," Ronnie offered. 

| shrugged, "I tried to watch it when | was ten and it freaked me out, but I'l give it a shot" 

He pressed play as | curled up under the blanket, hanging my legs off of the couch so | wasn't kicking him. 


| hadn't realized | had dozed off until | woke up to the sound of a loud horn screeching, "Oh damn it," | said, 
letting my eyes adjust to the dark room and bright screen | forgot how loud the stupid Tripod noise was. 


Ronnie chuckled at me being startled, and | sat up, deciding | should probably actually watch the movie all the 


way through once in my life. 
"Do you want popcorn or anything?" He whispered in the dark, almost too quiet for me to hear him. 


"No, I'm good, thanks though." | didn't know why we were whispering until | saw Michael passed out on the 
other end of the couch, "We stranded you to watch the movie by yourself for awhile, huh?" 


"IFs all good, | would have expected you to sleep for longer with the time change and all. | feel kind of lame just 
sitting here watching a movie though; | feel like we should go do something. Is there anything in particular you 


want to do while you're here?" He was ignoring the movie now, watching me as | thought. 


"Well, | just wanted to take some pictures. The only thing | really can think of is seeing the Hollywood sign” 


"If we go through West Hollywood traffic shouldn't be too bad right now. It'll just be dark out," he suggested, 


pausing the movie. 


‘lm good with that" | folded the blanket up before wandering to his room to grab my camera. | dumped the 
contents of my bag on the bed as | heard him enter the room. "Oh, before | forget," | grabbed his hoodie out 
of the pile of my clothes and handed it to him, "I washed it too." 


"Hey, thanks, | was wondering where that got left at," he pulled it on as | assembled my camera, debating with 
myself if | needed the tripod or not. 


"If you have a longer lens grab that too, we can go down by the Chinese Theatre, there's a better view of the 
sign from there," he informed me while digging through dresser drawers. He headed into the bathroom with a 
different pair of pants, although | saw no need for him to change. 


| put the other lens in my purse, and grabbing my hoodie as well, and headed to the kitchen to wait. | leaned 
against the counter as Charlie rolled over in his sleep, waking himself up with a snore before spying me in the 


kitchen and letting out a small growl. 


"Charlie it's me," | whispered sharply into the dark. That must have pacified him enough because he let out a 
sigh and closed his eyes. 


The bright lights in the city obstructed any view of the sky, but something about this moment in time made 
me feel like | was some young kid on their first date or something. My heart was racing as we chatted in the 
car. The road was quiet, but | sang loudly to the songs that played through the car when | knew them. 


Hollywood and Highland wasn't as busy as | thought it would be. It was quiet as we wandered around, me 
snapping pictures of whatever caught my eye. 


| lined up the camera to take another picture of the sign, Ronnie trying to move so that he wasn't blocking my 


shot, "No, no, stay there!" 


His silhouette in the foreground captured everything | had been feeling in this night. He looked down somewhere 
behind me, before throwing his hands up, laughing at | don't know what, before turning to face the sign, holding 
still. Luckily | caught each movement and all the steps in between because each one was endearing in a 


different way. 


| looked through the photos | had taken, losing sight of where he had wandered off to. | almost jumped, but 
wasn't surprised, when | felt him rest his head on my shoulder, looking at the pictures as well, "You should let 
me take your picture. You can't always be the one behind the camera," he whispered, wrapping his arms 


around my stomach. | could've melted then and there. 


‘Its okay, there's not much battery left anyway." 


"Let me use it up then," he said, quickly kissing my cheek before coaxing the camera from my hands. 
We wandered through different spots, the brightly lit plaza becoming our canvas. | was interested to see the 
photos he was taking since he really seemed to be focusing on what he was doing. | sat on the edge of the 


fountain we had found, watching the brightly lit streams of water pulse toward the sky. 


“There, it died," he sat next to me, offering me the camera Goosebumps formed on my legs as a cool breeze 
came through. We didn’t talk for awhile, just sat watching people as they wandered by. "Any ideas now?" 


"Well, now I'm awake enough to sit and watch a movie," My stomach rumbled as | returned the lens cap to its 


home. 
"Hungry too?" 
"Maybe that popcorn wouldn't be such a bad idea" 


We entered the house quietly to see Michael still sleeping on the couch, Charlie snoring on the floor next to 


him. 
“Sometimes you would never know that dog is mine," he joked, before putting the popcorn in the microwave. 


| wandered down the hall to his bedroom, leaving my camera on the dresser, before returning to the kitchen | 


grabbed my phone from the counter as we wandered back to his room, debating what to watch. 


"Have you watched Stranger Things yet?" he asked as | perched myself at the foot of the king sized bed. No, it 


looked too square to be a normal king. California King? 
‘Ive heard it's good but | haven't gotten around to it yet." 
"Well I'm restarting it then," he said, queuing it up on Netflix before turning the light off. 


Neon red letters flooded the screen as eerie theme music played. The aesthetic of it had me hooked and 
nothing even happened yet. 


"How far did you get?" | whispered, stealing a handful of popcorn as Winona Ryder appeared on screen. Dang, 
she looked young. 


"Just this episode," he said, handing me the popcorn before throwing the covers all around and pulling them up 


under his chin. 
"Comfortable yet?" | laughed, trying to pay attention to what was going on with the show. 


"Not quite," he gradually worked his way closer to me on the bed, propping pillows up behind him, | couldn't help 


but laugh at how he was acting, "What? | always sleep in the middle.” 


| shook my head, putting the bowl of popcorn between us before laying on my side. | was enthralled in watching 
the show, but fighting to keep my eyes open as we talked back and forth about little things. As the second 
episode started, thoughts forming in my head to ask where | would be sleeping, my body instead took over 
quickly putting me to sleep. 


| woke in the morning to find myself wrapped in the white comforter on the furthest edge of the bed A 
bright light shone through the blinds and | heard snoring. After getting my bearings about me | rolled over to 
see Charlie on top of the comforter next to me. The sheets on the other side of the bed had been kicked all 
around, and Ronnie was nowhere to be found. 

Oh god I slept in his bed It wasn't a bad thing because it was comfortable, it was just because of the mplication 
| patted Charlie's head as he snored loudly, grabbing my phone before heading to the kitchen, the smell of 
coffee leading me to where | needed to go. Ronnie was at the stove making pancakes, music playing from his 
phone just loud enough to barely hear. He was in his own world, almost dancing a little bit before my phone 
went off, giving away my presence. 

"Well now the surprise is ruined," he teased as he turned to look at me. 

"And what surprise would that be?" | asked, hopping up onto the open space on the island, watching him cook. 


"Well it was going to be breakfast in bed, but since you're awake that isn't going to happen 


"Well I'm perfectly fine with eating in bed, but if you give me fruit | can't guarantee that your comforter wil 
stay white," | pulled out my phone, looking through my text messages. 


Madelyn, Gina, and some new number | didn't recognize, with 3 new messages. 


Hope you're having a grand time visiting California, Julianne. My brow furrowed. It definitely wasn't a wrong 


number, but who in the hell other than a handful of people knew | was out here. 


/ was in your position once, and while Ronnie is a great fuck, he can do much better than you. | watched him as he 
continued what he was doing. He looked so good in pajamas, even if it was just sweatpants and a tee shirt. The 
words | read hurt my heart and made my eyes sting. It wasn't like they were wrong, he probably could do 
better than me. But why would he put so much effort into having me here, and then just go back on one of 
the key things he had told me the night we met? 


if | were you | would just give up before you get yourself in too deep. In too deep? What did that even mean? 


My heart pounded in my throat, "What the fuck" 


| clutched my phone tightly in my hand, reading the messages over and over. Did | answer or just leave it 
alone? | didn't even know who this person was or how much they knew about me, but they knew right where | 


Was. 
"Everything okay?" Ronnie asked, shutting the stove off as tears formed in my eyes, "What is it?" 


| handed the phone over to him, pulling my hoodie tightly around myself. His face fell as he read the words, 
shaking his head, "Oh you've got to be fucking kidding me." 
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| felt my blood boil as | sat Julianne's phone next to her on the counter. | was expecting something similar to 
this, but | figured | would be the one dealing with the crazy, not her, "She's the one | told you about that 


doesn't know how to act her age." 


"How did she get my phone number? How does she know who | am?" her tears had went away, but | felt 
hopeless. There was nothing | could do to make this situation just go away, it had already happened, all | could 
do now was let her know why. 


"How about | explain over breakfast," | patted her knee as she slowly got off of the counter. She definitely 
wasn't being herself, it was like the light in her eyes had went out. 


| took her hand in mine before she got too far into fixing her plate and turned her to face me, "Hey, I'm not 
going to let anyone hurt you, and I'm not going to hurt you. | can tell you're thinking something. What's going 


on?" 
"Let's eat first," she suggested as she prepared her plate, her hands trembling a bit. 


We sat in silence for a bit, silverware on plates the only noise being created, "Remember how | said | had to 
find a new drummer?" She nodded, taking a long drink of her coffee and setting her empty plate aside, "The 
entire reason wasn't because of work. The night after we met, at the show we played, she showed up, Marie 


did" She shifted in her chair uncomfortably, | couldn't imagine what was going through her head right now. 


"She came and found me that night, and she knew right away about you. | didn't figure it out for a few days 
that Ryan was the one who told her. | didn't mention it because | didn't think she would go this far to cause 
problems, | just thought she would give me a hard time and | would just ignore her. Ryan and | hadn't been 
getting along for the most part for the last couple of weeks, so | confronted him about it. | figured he had to 
have been the one to say something to her. They were really close when we had gone on our last tour," her 
brow furrowed as she continued to watch me intently, "I told him it wasn't right for him to mess with my 


personal life. I'm sorry, for all of this, you don't deserve to have to deal with this.” 


"So she's a musician?" she pulled her knees to her chest, resting her head on her knee, her long hair falling all 


over. The way the light was coming from behind her made me wish | could just sit and watch her forever. 


"Not particularly, no. She was just a touring musician for Motionless in White. She's from Canada, so that's 


why she showed up at that show. She took pictures and put them online while we were playing making it look 
like we were still seeing each other. Zakk told me about that. | cut all of my contact with her before we met," 


| took a deep breath. | hadn't touched much of my food. 


She looked so hurt, "Just please don't listen to her. | wish you could see yourself the way that | see you. You 
don't hold a candle to her," her face was red as she tried to hide behind her hands, but | could see she was 


smiling. 


"So did anything.. happen that night?" She had started to relax now, but given all the information that was 
getting thrown at her, | didn't blame her for asking. 


| shook my head, "No. Like | said, | had stopped talking to her before | met you. Not that I'm saying nothing 
ever happened, but there's nothing to worry about" 


She nodded, | could see her gears turning, "So, what is the plan for today?" 


| shrugged, "Whatever you would like to do. I'm sorry | didn't really plan much, but | didn't want to have a 


strict schedule the whole time, you know?" 


She smiled, light coming back into her eyes, "Yeah, | know what you mean. l'm good with just going for a walk 


right now honestly, | think it's supposed to be nice today. Maybe then Charlie will get out of the bed" 


| nodded, "That sounds good to me. | just need to throw on some different clothes," | started to clear off the 
table before she interrupted me. 


"Go ahead and get changed, I've got this," she got up from the table, taking my plate from me and trying to 


usher me along. 
"You don't have to do that." 
She rolled her eyes, "No one's holding a gun to my head, l'm doing it because | want to." 


| laughed at her using my own words against me but obliged. Charlie rolled over as | closed the door behind 


myself, snorting at me. 


| sat down next to him, rubbing his belly, "Were you trying to steal my girl? Huh?" | kissed his head before 
trying to find clothes. Shorts and a tee shirt it is. 


Charlie followed me out of the bedroom on my heels as | returned to the kitchen. Julianne was closing the 
dishwasher, and | couldn't help but look at the tattoos on the backs of her legs. It wasn't that | hadn't noticed 
them, but the intricate details of the patterns looked so much different at a distance. She caught me 
daydreaming as she turned around, and | felt myself go red. 


‘Sorry, its not what you're thinking.” 


"So you're not looking at my butt?" She quirked her eyebrow as she walked toward me, and the way she looked 


at me could have knocked me off of my feet. 


| mean, | probably would have gotten there at some point if I'm being honest," Now it was her turn to go red. 


| wasn't trying, it just slipped out, "Charlie, do you want to go for a walk?" 


His ears perked up as he ran to sit by the door, staring at me as if to ask why we weren't already outside 
yet. Julianne shook her head as she went to put her shoes on, sitting next to Charlie on the floor to do so. He 
licked her cheek and she scratched behind his ears. 


We wandered around with no place in mind to go. It was nice to be able to wander somewhere that was 
familiar instead of walking around before a show with no clue where | was. Julianne casually took my hand, and 
| tried not to notice, but it was like there was electricity flowing through her that lit a spark inside of me. She 
was so warm. | hadn't realized | had been looking at her for as long as | had been, luckily between her and 


Charlie they were leading the way and | didn't think she had noticed, 


"So, what's the deal with the tattoo on your chest, the one with the owl and decapitated head?" She asked 


quietly as some runners passed by. 
"Oh, | just liked imagery, but its about my mom too, about like tragedy and wisdom and overcoming the past" 
"So you knew her?" She had slowed down in walking now, leisurely wandering next to me. 


| nodded, swallowing down years of resentment and frustration, "Unfortunately. She was not a nice woman 
though, so it was probably for the better," | pushed away the thoughts that were starting to come back, they 
were so long ago now that they were becoming easily forgettable, "I'm glad she isn't in my life, | want her to 
have nothing to do with my life or anyone in it, especially Willow. So wherever she went to she can stay there. 
Just because a child came from you gives you no right to hurt them, mentally or physically." She gasped, her 
grip tightening on my hand as the last words left my mouth. 


‘lm so sorry," She looked up at me as Charlie decided to take a break in the grass. | wanted to tell her | didn't 
need her pity, but | was getting better at thinking before | spoke in an effort to not be too harsh. 


"Nothing to be sorry about, you're not the one that's to blame, she came to one of my shows a few years 
ago and | forgave her, but it still bothers me. It's not like we continued to speak after that night anyway." She 
nodded, standing on her tiptoes to kiss my cheek. 


She made me feel like | was a kid with his first girlfriend again. | just wanted to run away with her. 
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| changed my clothes as Ronnie and Michael talked in the kitchen. Michael wanted to go out, for us all to go 
out, but Ronnie had originally seemed hesitant. | figured it was probably my presence that made him resist 
Michael's plans. | had changed into black shorts and a patterned blousy shirt and | called it good. My hair had 
been doing whatever it wanted, so | left it alone. It was a little curly and it worked. | checked everything over in 


the mirror and figured my makeup was as good as it was going to get without me messing it up again 


Ronnie was even more irresistible in dress clothes. All black, which wasn't shocking. Pointy toed leather Louis 
Vuitton shoes. Michael was dressed similarly, but for some reason added a jacket, which | thought was Totally 


unnecessary in this weather. 


We ended up downtown at a club and | felt completely out of place. Women were dressed in short skimpy 
dresses and heels and | looked frumpy in comparison as they danced in the strobing lights. | stood at the bar 
with Ronnie and Michael, debating if | even wanted a drink. | reached into my purse to grab some cash when 
Ronnie grabbed my arm, shaking his head. He said something, but the music was so loud that | couldn't hear 
him, so | just shook my head. He leaned close to me, placing his hand on the small of my back 


"Get whatever you want, I'm buying." His breath was warm on my neck as he spoke. | shook my head at him 
and | surveyed what they had behind the bar. It was all pretty expensive. The bartender looked at me, waiting 


for my order. 


"Um, Johnny Walker, neat" | could only see the blue labeled bottle on the wall, but hopefully, they had the red 
or black in the well. My heart sunk when they didn't. | had just ordered the most expensive drink of my life. 


| sipped at it as we sat in a booth chatting. Michael's girlfriend was supposed to be meeting up with us at 
some point. | thought | was starting to feel the alcohol kick in, even though | had only gotten through half of it 
while | listened to them talk. But, | had to assume my tolerance was much lower than it was a long time ago. 
Michael went outside to answer his phone. | didn't blame him with how much background noise there was in 


here. 
"Everything okay?" Ronnie asked as he moved closer to me. 
| shrugged, nodding, "| didn't mean to get such an expensive drink, sorry about that." 


He shook his head, "You have nothing to apologize for. What's the point of going out and having a good time if 
you're apologizing in the midst of it?" 


He did have a good point, although | didn't want to admit it. My mind was always too involved in what the cost 
of things was at the expense of me not being able to relax and enjoy myself. As | pondered in my own 


thoughts, Michael returned, not sitting down though. 


"So | guess she thought we were going to the karaoke place," he said, just loud enough for me to hear over 


the music. 


"She's at the karaoke place?" Ronnie asked, looking like he had barely heard Michael. Michael nodded, grabbing 
his drink from the table to finish it. 


"We can go to the karaoke place," | said with a shrug, "I've never done karaoke before." 


Ronnie settled the tab and we walked maybe a block and a half before we ended up at the karaoke bar. There 
were more people waiting there than just Michael's girlfriend Maxine. | was quickly introduced, but only a 


couple of names actually stuck. 


Watching everyone sing was amusing, to say the least. However, | thought Ronnie and Michael definitely had an 
unfair advantage over the rest of the group. | sat observing everyone, trying to be quiet enough that maybe 
it wouldn't be noticed that | wasn't participating. | should have known that was wishful thinking though. Ronnie 

handed me the microphone as | took another sip of my drink, staring at him with what | tried to portray as a 


look of confusion. 


"Just follow the words on the screen, it's not that hard!" He smiled, attempting to reassure me. | picked the 
only song | knew off of the touch screen and chewed the inside of my lip. It was a ballsy move vocal range 


wise, but | definitely nailed it whenever | sang in the car. Surely a 4-minute song couldn't be too bad. 


‘Money is the anthem, of success, so before we go out 


What's your address? 


lm your National Anthem, God, you're so handsome 
Take me to the Hamptons Bugatti Veyron," 


| saw Ronnie out of the corner of my eye, watching me intently as got into the song, moving a little in my 


seat with the rhythm of the song, 


"He loves to romance ‘em, reckless abandon, 

hold me for ransom, upper echelon 

He says to ‘be cool" but, | don’t know how yet, wind in my hair 
Hand on the back of my neck 

Í said, can we party later on, he said, yes," 


| felt butterflies in my stomach as most everyone was watching me, but | found myself starting not to care 


as | got into the song more, Maxine leaning over to sing the parts of the chorus that overlapped, 


"Tell me Im your National Anthem 
(Ooh yeah baby bow down, makin’ me so wild now) 
Tell me Im your National Anthem 


(Sugar sugar, how now, take your body downtown) 
Red, white, blue's in the skies, summer's in the air and baby, 
heaven's in your eyes 


Ím your National Anthem 


Money is the reason we exist 


Everybody knows it, its a fact-kiss, kiss," 


| winked at Ronnie as he took another sip of his drink, fighting the smile that was playing at the edge of his lips 


and in the corners of his eyes, 


"L sing the National Anthem 

While | am standing over your body hold you lke a python 
And you can’t keep your hands off me, or your pants on 
See what you've done to me give me Chevron 

You said fo "be cool" but, Im already coolest 

Í said to get real, dont you know who youre dealing with? 
Um, do you think you'll buy me lots of diamonds," 


| closed my eyes for a second, singing the chorus again while | bobbled around in my seat. | was fearing | was 
too relaxed, but it could just be that | hadn't had a good time like this in a long time. Ronnie wrapped his arm 
around my shoulder as he took the microphone from me, rapping the verse a little more than singing it, but 
the melodic tone was still there in his voice. 


‘Its a love story for the new age 
For the six page, we're on a quick, sick rampage 
Winin’ and dinin, drinkin’ and drivin, excessive buyin’ 


Overdose and dyin' on our drugs and our love and our dreams and our rage 


Blurrnin’ the lines between real and the fake," 


| was surprised as he handed the microphone back to me that he actually knew the song. Or maybe he didn't 
and he was just really good at this. 


‘God can only, | need somebody fo hold me 
He will do very well, | can fell, | can fell 
Keep me sate in his bell, tower, hotel 


Money is the anthem of success 


So put on mascara, and your party dress, 


Ím your National Anthem, boy put your hands up, give me a standing ovation 
Boy you have landed, babe in the land of, sweetness and danger, Queen of Saigon," 


The song ended with another chorus and | decided it was time to go get another drink. | ended up with a 
Modelo since none of the beer from back home had made it to the west coast, which wasn't shocking, just 
disappointing. | nursed my drink at the bar for awhile before | mustered the courage to return to our large 
group. Ronnie had taken my seat and was talking to Maxine and a couple of her friends, so | took his seat, 


putting me between him and his friend Bryan 


"Julianne, right?" He asked after | got myself situated, trying to not spill my drink, while also trying to locate 
my purse, but my money would have to just stay in my pocket. | nodded because | couldn't think of anything 
to say to his question that wouldn't have sounded stupid. 


"So what do you do?" He asked as someone else picked another song to start. He was the only person who had 
really said anything to me all night, not that | minded because | would rather watch everyone enjoying 


themselves than to talk about myself. 


"Right now I'm a student and working as a bartender when I'm not at school,” | felt weird calling myself a 


student when | was so close to graduating. 

"What are you getting your degree in?" 

‘lm getting a Bachelor of Fine Arts in Graphic Design with a minor in Photography," 
"Not a bad field." 

| shrugged, "Yeah I'll have to wait and see about the employability factor of that" 


He laughed, "I'm sure you'll make the connections you need to, any creative job is all about networking," he said, 
glancing at Ronnie who was now on the other side of the room talking to a different group of people that | 
didn't recognize. 


"Is that what he's doing?" | asked, slyly pointing with my thumb so that no one but Bryan would see. 


"Oh, absolutely. He wouldn't admit it, but he's a businessman at heart. The gears are always turning about 
something, he's always making the next plan He's smarter than he gives himself credit for," | took a sip of my 
drink as people wandered back and forth, "So where are you from, how'd you guys meet?" 


| smiled, it felt like | had known Ronnie much longer than a week, but we had talked non-stop since we met, so 
it wasn't too surprising, "I live in Michigan. The bar | work at, a bunch of people came in after a concert one 
right, and one of them was Ronnie. Come to find out my sister had met them at their show, their drummer 
asked for the name of a good bar, and she sent them to my work instead of the one that is literally across 
the street. Some people would call it the stars aligning the right way, but | just think of it as a huge 
coincidence that blows my mind, everyone being in the right place at the right time and all that jazz," | could 
tell now that | was getting drunk because | was being super chatty and couldn't tell if | was being too loud or 
too quiet, but no one was staring, so | had to still be acting pretty normal. 


"Not that my opinion matters any, but | think you'll be good for him. You have a good head on your shoulders 
even though you're still young," | furrowed my brow at his assumption of me still being young, not that he 
was wrong. He chuckled, "Bartender ID'd you when you went to get the beer" 


"Fair enough," | shrugged as Bryan stood, grabbing his jacket. 
"It was nice to meet you, Julianne," he said, offering me his hand, which | shook, 
‘Same to you," | said before he went to say goodbye to Ronnie and Michael as well. 


| watched everyone and felt like | was assimilating into a whole new culture. | was pretty sure the shoes 
Maxine was wearing cost more than my car. Her friend had a huge rock in her engagement ring. All the women 
seemed to have the long done up nails that suggested they didn't have a hard, or possibly any, job. Dear lord, 
what was | doing here? 


| also had a feeling | was just being cynical. Everyone had been nice, | just felt so alien with the way | was 
dressed, but | was also making myself have an unneeded crisis right now. | took another sip of my beer as | 
watched everyone mingling. Ronnie caught me watching him as he talked and | quickly looked away, studying my 


shoes instead. 

"Ready to get out of here yet?" Ronnie asked as he sat down next to me, squeezing my knee gently. 

‘Only if you are," | shook my beer and it was definitely empty. | sat it on the small table as | dug around by 
my feet for my purse, and Ronnie offered me his hand once he saw | had all of my things. | felt a rush to my 


head as | stood and | was glad he was there to steady me as we left the bar. 


| wrapped my arm around him as we stood outside in the nice breeze waiting for our ride, enjoying each 


other's company and silence. 


nineteen. 


Monday morning had arrived much sooner than we had thought it would. My heart was pounding out of my 
chest as Ronnie and | sat his car outside of the airport. | didn't want to go in yet because the reality was that 
| didn't want to leave. | had tried to convince him | could take a cab to the airport with the time | had to leave, 
but he wouldn't let me. 


"Whenever you're ready to go I'll come in with you," he said as | fiddled with my camera, taking pictures out 


the window of the car. The parking lot was pretty empty. 


"You don't have to do that, | feel like I'm keeping you up as it is." My flight was supposed to be leaving at 4:10 
AM, but we were early. | couldn't miss my flight. 


"You're definitely not keeping me up," he shook his head as he fiddled with the radio, and | felt tears starting to 
pool in my eyes. | turned the camera on him to help keep the emotions at bay, snapping pictures without him 


looking. 


| took a deep breath to steady myself and disassembled the camera to return it to my bag, "Okay, | think l'm 


ready now." 


We sat in the airport quietly. The joking mood of the last couple days was gone. When were we going fo see 
each other again? 


"You should probably go soon so you don't miss boarding," he suggested, quietly breaking the silence. 

| nodded, there was no sense in putting off the inevitable. | begrudgingly stood and threw my backpack over my 
shoulder as he stood next to me. 5 hours and 45 minutes with a 40 minute stop in Chicago and | would be 
home. But it certainly didn't feel like it. Was / being selfish in thinking that my home could be here, or anywhere, 
with him? 


| was quickly wrapped into a tight hug, my head buried in his chest. My heart told me to stay here, but my 
brain knew better in that | had to be on that flight. 


"Let me know when you make it back," He said as | separated from him, eyes watering and thankful | hadn't put 


any makeup on. 
| nodded, turning to walk away with a heavy heart and a poor excuse of a wave, "Bye, Ronnie." 


"Bye, Julianne." 


twenty. 


| landed back home with an hour to go before my class started, which quickly was turning into 45 minutes 
since Madelyn hadn't left the house on time to come pick me up. | had barely slept on the way to Chicago, 
instead importing the photos from my camera and looking through them, editing some of them as opposed to 
using my time wisely to sleep. | was going to be an exhausted mess by the end of the day. The little bit of a 


nap | had taken before going to the airport wasn't going to be enough to keep me awake or sane. 


"Wow, you look terrible." Madelyn greeted me as | got into the car and texted Ronnie to let him know | made it 
safely. 


"Nice to see you, too." 


"Just saying. Are you sure you don't want to go home first so you can change your clothes or something?" 


She asked as | grabbed one of the coffee's she had gotten out of the cup holder. 


"One-hundred percent positive," | told her, and | wished in a way she would just quit trying to make 
conversation. | did not feel like talking, and | was sure she wanted to know all about how my trip had been, but 
| didn't really care. | turned up the music she was playing and resigned myself to the fact that | was going to 
be in a bad mood today. 


Madelyn dropped me off at the school with 20 minutes to spare, enough time to fill my body with more 
caffeine before heading to class. | walked to one of the local coffee shops and got a double red eye, impatiently 
checking my phone in hopes of hearing from Ronnie. | went to class IO minutes early with my scalding coffee in 
hopes of getting a few minutes of silence and time to myself, but there was no such luck. There were only 8 


seniors in the class, and the other T people were here, talking about how their spring break had been. 


| sat in my spot quietly sipping my coffee, hoping that everyone would be concerned enough in their work to 


not want to make conversation. Don't get me wrong, | would consider these people my friends, but no one was 


catching my drift that | wanted to be left alone today. 


"So, how was your spring break?" Melissa asked before she turned to face me. | had no clue how long it took 


her to do her makeup, but her face looked absolutely flawless, always. 


| shrugged, sipping down more of my coffee. It was hot, but | had forgotten how cold it still was here, "It was 


definitely warmer where | was at" 
"Oh you never told me you had plans to go anywhere! Where'd you go?" 
| pulled my laptop from my bag, trying to keep my clothes from spilling out as well. | opened the screen to 


show her the slightly edited photo of the Hollywood sign, that didn't have Ronnie in it, as | sat my computer 


down between us, "It was definitely a last minute kind of plan" 


"Oh you're so lucky! Can | look through the rest of them?" She asked, spying all of the tabs | had open with a 
twinkle in her eye. Oh no. 


| shook my head, "They're not really ready to look at yet, | still have a lot of work cut out for myself." | tried 
to use a tone that didn't make me sound like | was bullshitting, but being that | wanted to edit the photos 
during class today to keep myself busy, | doubted there was a way to keep her from seeing what | was 


working on. 
"Okay, | understand. Did you see the email that Robin sent us this morning?" 
"I just got off a plane an hour ago so | haven't really checked my email." 


"Well, she isn't going to be here today, but wants us all to send her mock-ups of what our display spaces for 
the gallery show are going to look like and what we are going to be hanging.’ 


| hadn't even started deciding what | was going to display for our Senior Exhibit, and here | was needing to 
have everything ready? This is what procrastination was getting me, "Shit. Then why are we all here if she 
isn't going to be?" 


"Well we were going to take the bus and get food but we figured we would wait for you," She said as my 
phone vibrated in my pocket. 


| accepted the fact | was not getting time alone today, "Sure, sounds good to me. If you think we can fit 8 of 


us in my car we can ride the bus to my house and then drive. Either that or I'll make my sister go and we 
can both drive." 


"That would probably be more efficient than taking the bus the whole way there," Stephen chimed in from 


behind his laptop as everyone started packing up. | checked my phone to see Ronnie had messaged me. 


Ím glad you made it back safe. | didn't sleep well and fair warning, Im in a mood HI be going fo the studio soon to 
get the last couple of songs done so | wont be much for conversation today. 


Oh, so we were both moody today. Great combination. Okay, Ive got a lot of stuff to do to for my gallery show 


so Ml hear from you when I hear from you. 
Check. Read at 2:42 PM. 


| called Madelyn as we walked through the atrium of the school and to the bus station, "Put normal clothes on 
we're going to get food." 


"Why, though?" | could hear her throw her covers off as | crossed the street in the middle of our small 


group. 


"Because our instructor isn't coming in and we wanted to get food and need two cars to take everyone.” 
She snorted, "Okay, Ill see you when you get here." 


| could feel my nose beginning to betray me in the cold weather with just a sweatshirt, but luckily the bus 
arrived a couple of minutes ahead of schedule, which was a surprise in a city where it was usually late. IT was 


toasty warm on the inside, like letting a car run in the driveway to be warm before you drive it. 


Before we went to get food everyone threw their backpacks into the house and piled into the cars. It was a 
rice feeling to be crowded around the table with everyone as snow fell outside the window. The restaurant was 
packed, and with great reason: The amount of food that was served for the price was too much to eat in one 


sitting, and it wasn't downtown. And, their hazelnut coffee was to die for. 


| felt my phone vibrate but ignored it. | was enjoying listening to everyone chat about their plans after 
graduation while | sat here trying to decide what | was going to do. | had filled out internship and job 


applications in a couple of different states, but who knew what would become of them. 


Madelyn was staring me down as my phone went off again, and | was trying to determine what her issue was 


as | pulled my phone out of my pocket. She was the one texting me. 


The message was a screenshot of an Instagram page with nonsense letters and numbers as the name, but the 
photo. Someone had been nosy this morning at the airport. Luckily our goodbye hadn't been a repeat of the 
night in the kitchen or | would have been a lot more recognizable, but my hair and clothes covered any 
distinguishable features in the angle they took the photo at. Ronnie was definitely Ronnie though, and there was 
no denying that fact. Or the fact | was still in the same clothes as the photo. 

| saved the photo. I'm sure he was already aware, but in the instance that he wasn't, | would show him next 


time we talked. 


How did you even find that? | was being that person and texting someone that was right across from me, but 
it wasn't like it was a conversation we could have right now. 


Madelyn chuckled to herself before texting me back, Came up in my suggested on Instagram. 


| rolled my eyes, Girl youre creepy, 


twenty-one. 


Author's Notes: 
Here's the link to the song for anyone who hasn't heard it: 
Hanging On 


"Is this one of the ones that Derek and Christian were in here finishing up yesterday?" Michael Baskette had 
been a long time friend of mine and was the only producer | had ever worked with. He was a good luck charm 
in a way. He understood what | was trying to accomplish in an album, no matter what the content was, and 
knew the right way to push me to get everything to come together perfectly. | owed him big for flying out 
here at the last minute to finish this aloum. The recording studio he owned was in Florida, but he understood 


that there was no sense in packing everyone up to come out there when there were only two more songs to 


finish. 


| nodded as he handed my phone back to me. | had a hard time writing everything out on paper. After being in 
prison it was a habit to write songs in my head and keep them there, building and demolishing choruses, 
verses, and breakdowns all throughout my day. It was almost a game at this point. It wasn't a part of me that 


slept either, sometimes the lyrics | came up with overflowed into my dreams. Rinse and repeat. 
"So this one is going in spot six?" He drank his coffee slowly as he scribbled on the legal pad. 


"No," | yawned, emptying the rest of the coffee pot into my cup before | returned to the table, "the second 


one they worked on yesterday is six, this one is seven" 
"What about six?" 
"| feel like it's still missing something," | went to the other note on my phone before turning it over to him. 


He skimmed it, nodding, "So much for that whole ‘I'm never going to write a love song! thing," he joked as he 
gave my phone back, but | was sure similar words were in a magazine somewhere, "but you're right, it is 
missing something. Your second verse is short compared to the first one which is fine, but it might cause 


timing issues ‘cause | had them add more time on like you wanted them too, but we can always cut it down" 


| shrugged, "I'll think of something before the day is over," | took off my jacket, shoes, and sunglasses and 
finished the bottle of water | had before heading into the little booth. There was something in me that wanted 
to reassure Julianne that | wasn't mad at her, because l'm sure it probably seemed that way, but | was too 
determined to get these tracks done to take the time to call her. | played around on my phone as the audio of 
the song came through the soundproof headphones. It all sounded good to me. A part of me hated using drums 
that Ryan had recorded, the irony of it was just too great, but it worked and we were as down to the wire as 


it could get to have this album finished or | would just keep finding ways to add to it. 


| gave Michael, more affectionately referred to Elvis, a thumbs up, and the track started over, awaiting me to 


make it complete. 


‘Last night | dreamed of you again 

You swim your way up through my veins 
hfo my soul until you've reached my brain 
You are the greatest part of me 

So if dreaming’s the only time you're near 


Then waking up will be my nightmare," 


| hadn't realized | had closed my eyes, but they were open now and something about the way the music felt, | 
just wanted to hide inside myself from the world. It all felt raw and things were coming together well, it felt 
different than things that | had recorded in the past. 


‘And at that very moment | jumped out of my bed 
Trying to remember all the things you said 
Ronne, | adore you, but nothing really lasts forever’ 


You gotta let me know 

Don't leave me hanging 

And complicate it 

All we are is setting ourselves up to fall apart 


Don't leave me hanging on 


/am a lesson you will learn 

Id take away your pain and hurt 

But Im not strong enough to be your cure 
l am the battle you will lose 

You think that you are saving me 


But Im the one that's saving you so," 
My chest felt tight, the studio felt too small. | wasn't paranoid. | was panicking with the fear of facing rejection 


‘And at that very moment you appeared in my bed 
Looked you in your eyes and then | finally said 
Baby, | adore you, but this aint gonna last forever’ 


You gotta let me know 

Don't leave me hanging 

And complicate it 

All we are is setting ourselves up to fall apart 
Don't leave me hanging on," 


| closed my eyes and all | could see was her long dark hair and feel the warmth of her in my arms before 


leaving this morning. 


"This is all | have to offer 
Sacrifice me on your altar 

Like a lamb fo the slaughter 

Slit my throat, HI die with honor," 


| had been fighting the thought since the moment | saw her again, but there was something in my head that 
knew | couldn't lose her. I'd had stupider thoughts in my life. Done dumber things. Something in my chest told 


me | did love her. 


"This is all | have to offer 
Sacrifice me on your altar 

Like a lamb to the slaughter 

Slit my throat, HI de with honor 
Slit my throat, HI die with honor," 


| motioned that | wanted to stop and he cut the music. Something wasn't sounding quite the way | thought it 
would. Getting a rough copy down was the hardest part. From here on out most of the day would be spent 
making everything better and more refined. He gave me a thumbs up and | removed the headphones and threw 
my hands in the air before leaving the booth. 

"It's just not what it sounds like in my head when | hear it," | said, sitting down in the office chair. 

"You and | both know you're impatient. The first take is never the best." 


"Except that one time." 


"Yeah, and even then you agreed improving on it made it sound better," | was glad he knew how to keep me in 
check. | was all for making things the best | just sometimes could lose sight of how long the road was to get 


there. 


"Fair enough." | returned to the booth, prepared to make good use of what was going to be a long day. 


twenty-two. 


After getting home from eating too much food, all | did was work on the concept for my thesis gallery show. 
Madelyn had been using the Spotify account we shared more than | had, so | was listening to things | was 
completely unfamiliar with if | listened to any of her daily mixes. | settled on listening to Brand New's Deja 
Entendu on repeat instead. 


| was in awe of the photos Ronnie took the night we visited Hollywood € Highland. | hadn't looked at them until 
now, and | wanted to find a way to use them in my gallery show, but it was such a touchy thing to do with 
me not being the one that took them. | opened one in Illustrator and grabbed my tablet as Madelyn stuck her 


head around the corner. 

"How's it going?" 

| shrugged, "I feel like | have an idea, but its hard to figure out what l'm trying to do." 
She came around the corner holding a vase filled with so many roses, "These help any?" 


She sat them on the table before climbing onto the bed with me. 


"Where did those come from?" 


"They were just delivered," She looked at my computer as my hand hovered in the air, still holding the pen for 
the tablet. 


"Who took that?" A breeze had swept my hair behind me in the photo and | looked like | didn't have a care in 
the world. 


"He did," | said, still eyeing up the flowers. 


"Damn, jack-of-all-trades," She grabbed the remote from the bedside table and turned on the little TV | had on 
my dresser. | turned off the music as | doodled over the photo with various bright colors, slowly defining 
aspects of my face and hair. My phone vibrated as the iMessage popped up in the corner of my computer 


screen. 
Hi Im sorry for being distant today. It happens occasionally, and I dont want you to think its something that you've 
done or feel like Im pushing you away. Although | would understand if you felt that way. Im just not very good at 
this. 


My brow furrowed and | took a picture of the flowers on my night stand, getting Madelyn in half of the 
picture. Youre not good at what? | think you've got it more than figured out 


The grey dots popped up immediately. | hated this. Being in person and talking was so much better and it held a 


better dynamic than words popping up on a screen 


| think Ive got the secretly being a hopeless romantic figured out, its the not fucking everything up part that I feel 
| can't grasp. 


| shook my head, Youre not fucking everything up. | trust you. Its hard being so far away, but | do trust you. | 


have no reason to not trust someone who has never wronged me. 


| went back to working on my project after he read the message and never answered me. | think | had finally 


found what | wanted to do to make this a cohesive project. 


| may not be the best at giving advice, but trust whatever you feel. It is hard, | know. I also know | would never do 
anything to hurt you. 


| felt like we were talking in circles, but it was reassuring to be on the same page. Dont worry, Im not running 


away. 
Talk to you later? Im stil not finished for the day © 

Yeah, Ill try to stay awake. 

Madelyn and | were still awake at 12:30 when my phone started to ring. We were being lame and staying up late 
since the snow was causing loss of power at both of our schools and classes were canceled until further 
notice. 

"You want me to go out?" She asked as | grabbed the phone off the bedside table. 


| shrugged and shook my head, finishing the popcorn | had been eating before answering the Face Time call 


"Hil" Ronnie quipped as the blurry image focused. It looked like he was at home, but the background was too 


dark for me to really know or care. 
"Hey," | said, turning the small lamp on before turning the phone on Madelyn who was cocooned in the blankets. 


She gave a half hearted wave, but | could tell she was trying to not freak out, "that's my sister. Although," | 


turned the phone back on myself while staring her down, "I hear you two have already met." 


Ronnie laughed as | showed her face dropping in shock. She bolted upright in bed, grabbing my phone, "You 
tattled on me?!" 


He was still laughing, and her face was priceless, "Did you think she wouldn't figure it out?" 


She rolled her eyes as she gave the phone back to me, "Sorry about her." 


He shrugged as | heard a bunch of noise in the background and Charlie barking, "Nothing to be sorry about, it's 
funny. 


"Dude, what are you doing?" A voice asked off camera, and it definitely wasn't Michael. Ronnie turned the 


phone so the camera was pointed toward a green haired guy, “Say ‘hi, Zach." 


"Hi, Zach," he said, with an awkward wave before going into the kitchen. | vaguely remembered him from the 


night that they were all in the bar. | think he had had a striped shirt on or something that night. 
"Have you slept?" | asked. He was acting more silly than he had been when | was there. 


He shook his head with a dopey smile on his face, "I got all the recording done today that | needed to though 
so l'm fine with that." 


| nodded, "What time do you have you Willow tomorrow? | don't want to be bothering you while she's there.’ 


His expression soured, “Chrissy is keeping her until Saturday now, which | should have figured, it's just 
disappointing. Probably because of church stuff so that Willow doesn't miss anything." 


"They go to church?" Not that | was against it, but it just made me wonder how Ronnie had decided at one 
point on marrying someone who was religious. He just didn't seem like that type, but it wasn't exactly 


something we had discussed either. 


He nodded, "She goes to meetings too for, oh what the hell is the word," he closed his eyes, rubbing the bridge 
of his nose as he searched for the right word. 


"She's a Freemason!" Zach yelled from off of the camera, and Ronnie nodded. 

"Yeah, that's it, a Freemason" 

| nodded slowly, "Well | guess some people need more things to believe in than others." | knew Freemasons dated 
back to something like Colonial times, probably prior, but it just always sounded so much like a cult with the 
initiation and secret meetings and all. | didn't feel like pressing the subject further because it just felt weird to 
talk about. 

He nodded and laughed, "So when is your art show?" 

| shook my head a little bit, something hadn't quite clicked yet, "Why?" 


"Am | not allowed to be there?" 


"Oh!" | took a breath as my brain processed what he was saying, "It's the second of May, and then my 


graduation is the sixth." 


He nodded, | could tell he was carefully calculating something before he spoke, "How do you feel about flying to 
North Carolina that night?" 


"The night of the sixth?" 

"Yeah, we're playing at a festival on the seventh in Concord." 

| nodded slowly as a yawn escaped my lips, "Might as well | suppose.” 
"lIl let you go and sleep, I'm sure we both need it" 


My eyes were shut as soon as we hung up, and | wouldn't have been surprised if | fell asleep before my head 


hit the pillow. 


Twenty-three. 


| stood in the doorway of Gina's office, hesitating on crossing the threshold as if a gun would go off if | did. 
She was writing on a legal pad and two cups of hot coffee were on her desk. She had called me in when she 
heard | didn't have classes, but to come in at IO AM when we opened at 4 PM seemed a little overkill. 


"Sit down Julianne, you're not going to get any taller," She remarked without looking up from what she was 
writing. | obliged, my rubber soles smacking against the concrete in her office as | slowly approached the chair. 
| sipped at the coffee while looking around her office. The framed picture of her, Madelyn, and | from last 
Christmas hung askew on the wall. 


She put her pen down, staring at me for a moment before speaking, "I need to apologize for the way | reacted 
last time we spoke," | stared at her without interrupting, waiting for her to continue, "I need to accept the fact 
that | am not always going to be able to protect you. The more | thought about it that night, | watched the 
moment that | should have been out here to prevent with Matt happen in front of my eyes. | know there 
were other factors at play before that weren't the same this time, | just over thought the situation far too 


much." 
| nodded without speaking, sipping my coffee and deciding if | wanted to speak yet or not. 


"So, l'm sorry for lighting into you without fully understanding the situation, it's really none of my business, 
but you know I'm here to talk if you want to." 


| took a deep breath, "Well, if it would put your mind at ease any you're more than welcome to meet him next 


time he is in town" 


Her brow furrowed, and | bit my lip as | thought how to delicately phrase the fact that | ran away to 
California for a few days to spend time with someone who was just between being an acquaintance or a 


relationship. 


| unlocked my phone, going to find the photos in my cloud that | had imported into the computer. | picked the 
one of Ronnie that made it look like he was holding the Hollywood sign, arms spread wide and an ecstatic look on 
his face. | sat the phone down in front of her, and | could see the different levels of her processing what | was 


trying to tell her. 
"So that's where you went?" It was obvious, but | humored her with a quiet ‘yes’. 


"Let me know when he comes to town next time," She changed the topic quickly, although probably not on 
purpose, as she handed my phone back to me, "I need you to do the liquor inventory and then you're good to 


go. 


"Thanks, Gina." 


She nodded, standing from her desk and adjusting the picture so that it hung how it should as we left her 
office. 


twenty-four. 


Author's Notes: 
I'm back! School has started, so my updates will be unfortunately more spaced out, but | will still try to have 


a schedule. 


| burned my tongue on leftover stir fry as | sat at the dining room table, rearranging the small printed photos 
that | was planning on getting printed on large canvases for my show. The three illustrations and three 
photographs weren't an accurate representation of my portfolio at all, but the way everything was coming 


together | was okay with that. Something was telling me to trust my gut. 


My phone vibrated and | saw | had a Twitter notification and a text message. | barely even used my Twitter 
anymore, mainly just for sharing pictures of my projects on a platform other than my Instagram. | had 
changed my profile photo to one of the Illustrations about an hour ago, and my banner to the plain Hollywood 


sign, so maybe that was why it was becoming active again 


The username that had contacted me was a jumble of letters, with a picture of a cat as the profile photo. | 
choked down tears and rage as | read the tweet: Go de bitch, he's way out of your league. 


| couldn't imagine this didn't have something to do with Marie. Although the group of people that knew about 
Ronnie and | were growing larger, it wasn't like we were open about what our relationship was other than being 


friends. Maybe that was all we would end up being. My chest ached at the thought. 


This was the first time someone had contacted me on social media in this regard, and | couldn't imagine it 
would be the last. Whoever it was, they were stupid enough to include both of our Twitter handles in the 
message, so Ronnie was apt to see it at some point. | kept my information public so that | could use it for 
gathering a client list and allow professional people to contact me, and | wasn't about to let some idiot behind a 


keyboard keep me from building a professional business reputation 


| took a screenshot and checked my text messages to see that Ronnie had texted me: / am so sorry. You dont 
deserve This 


No one does. You get a bunch of shit on a regular basis, it was only time before they started to come for me, 
honestly. Whoever they are, they're a loser. Im not worried about them. 


| just wanted to be so careful, | hoped that you wouldnt get wrapped up in the bullshit 
| took a deep breath, /t can only bother me as much as | allow it to. How are people figuring it out though? 


Beats me. Probably some bitch running her mouth 


That was my best guess, too. 


| didn't want to be here anymore. | wanted to be back in California and by his side. It was a dumb feeling 
because | functioned perfectly well alone, but something in me yearned to be near him again. The energy that 


we had while we were together was what | was lacking. 


| was exhausted from this and how things had been going in general. | fell asleep on the couch before we had 


any more time to talk 


twenty-five. 


$150 and an hour on a plane was well worth it to not make the four-hour drive to Las Vegas. | had told my 
dad countless times that he didn't need to come pick me up and that | had everything under control, but he 


definitely showed me where | got my stubbornness from when he was there to pick me up. 


The ride back to his house was filled with comfortable small talk. Things were different now. Being an adult 
only-child was something that weighed heavy on my heart whenever the thought occurred. The framed 
pictures on the bookshelf of Anthony and | looked like they were completely different people, and it felt like the 


photos were taken in a different lifetime. One that belonged to someone else. 
"So, how's work going?" 


His question made me laugh, just talking about it casually as if | had an office job, something normal. | guess it 
was normal for me, "Just finished recording everything for a new album, then we head out for another tour in 
a few weeks. Maybe more than that," | pushed my hair out of my face as he handed me a glass of lemonade, 

"Might do some Warped Tour dates, not too sure on that yet" | shrugged. | could ramble and | was sure he 


wouldn't mind it, but | didn't feel much like talking about me today. 

"I know | say it whenever | see you, but l'm proud of you." For being a gruff man, my father didn't look like 
someone who would be talkative about how he feels. | give him credit for being supportive of me always, even 
after | messed up time and time again. He was always there to set me straight and back me up. 


"You do, but thanks, | need it sometimes." 


The door from the garage slammed as Karen came in the house. She was the most normal step-mom | had 


had, and that's saying something. 


"Well, Ronnie! How are you, dear?" She sat a couple of grocery bags on the counter as | stood to give her a 
hug. She was just a short lady but she was packed with enthusiasm. She was good for my dad. 


"lim doing well, thanks. How's the salon doing?" 

Her eyes lit up at my question and she had to have talked for a good half hour about the new location she 
had moved to, and how the plumbing had to be rerouted, the fresh coat of paint, and the new girls that she 
had hired. 


| smiled as she brought up the last bit. | knew what she was getting at and | knew | would have to have the 


conversation with them sooner or later. 


"| appreciate the gesture of trying to set me up with someone, really. | just, | know someone who wouldn't be 


very happy about it” 


Karen's brow furrowed, "Are you and Crissy getting back together?" 


| let out a short laugh before trying to go back to having a serious conversation, "No. We're doing good the 
way we are. | met someone while | was on tour and it seems pretty serious." | rubbed the back of my neck 


awkwardly as | explained briefly, and my father being my father knew | wasn't telling the whole story. 
"So, who is she?" He asked, sitting on the stool next to me at the counter while Karen made a pot of coffee. 


| sighed, rubbing my eyes under my glasses as | dug through her Instagram looking for a picture that was 
recent, "She's a bartender, she was working the night of one of our shows and we ended up at the bar 


afterwards. She's a sweetheart." 


| handed them my phone so they could be nosy. She had uploaded some of the photos | had taken of her while 


we were looking at the Hollywood sign. 


"Art school?" His brow furrowed as he scrolled through more of her posts, although I'm not sure what they 


expected. The phone rang and Karen ran to answer it. "How old is she Ronnie?" 


| fidgeted with my hair as he stared me down, letting out a sigh | resigned to the look he was giving me 


because there was no way | wasn't going to answer his question, "She's, well, she's 21" 
He handed the phone back to me, rubbing the bridge of his nose while he thought. "| guess it could be worse." 


"She's clean and sober. It's not like she's some young girl that wants to lead me down the wrong path." Again 
He gave me a look, waiting to hear the rest of the story, "IF Im being completely honest here, | met her a 
month ago and she came out to visit me when | got back from tour. She stayed for a few days, and | think 
letting her get on the plane to go back home was one of the hardest things I've ever done." 


"She looks like a smart girl." 
"Smart girl who likes a stupid guy.’ 


"You're too hard on yourself. Be happy. Do things you want to. Don't let thinking about things that you've done 
in the past hold you back from being happy. 


| nodded slowly as the words left his mouth, not quite sure if now was the right time to bring up the thought 
that had been roaming around in my head since | met Juliane, "There's something about her that makes me 
feel like | don't want to lose her. l'm not saying that it's going to happen right away, be it six months from now 
or two years, but," | hesitated, gauging his reaction to what | was trying to say, "do you still have the ring? 


The one that was grandma's?" 


The one that you gave to mom. It wouldn't have sounded right to say it that way, but | knew that she left it 


behind when she left us. It had sat gleaming on the counter for weeks before Anthony put it in the secret 
safe that dad kept under his bed His face didn't sour in the way | thought it would. It softened. 


"You never asked for it for Crissy.” 

Air left my nose as if | was trying to laugh, but the energy wasn't there, "She thought she was better than 
that. She always was looking at pictures of big rings, and that's what she got, and it didnt matter anyway. 
Julianne wears the one that belonged to her mom. All the time. It seems the same size. | just feel like | won't 


have it with me and miss a good moment.” 


He nodded, quietly walking to the bedroom without another word. 


